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As a student of eighteenth-century English literature, the author 
became fascinated with manners and customs of the period. Having studied 
the historical background of the period and having attended lectures re¬ 
lated thereto, in addition to having read and analyzed the literature 
of this era, the author became intrigued with the extent to which much 
of the literature reflected the temper of the period. Particularly 
interesting were Samuel Johnson’s philosophical and critical reflections 
upon the age, as they were found in his periodicals, The Rambler and 
The Idler. As a result of this exposure to the literature of the age 
and its consequent critioal interpretation, and especially because of 
the fascination with Johnson, the writer proposed to make a comprehensive 
analysis of the essays of these two periodicals. 
The author, therefore, has taken the opportunity to ’’ramble” 
around with ”Mr. Rambler" and to "idle" about with "Mr. Idler" in order 
to look at English life during the middle and latter half of the 
eighteenth century. This "rambling" and "idling" was achieved through 
a close study and analysis of the essays of The Rambler and The Idler 
and of related secondary sources for the purpose of determining to what 
extent Johnson mirrors the milieu of his age and for determining also 
Johnson’s attitude toward and position on various elements in that 
milieu as they were reflected in these essays. In the course of the 
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thesis, the author developed the study from four aspects: Chapter I 
presents a sketch of the general historical background of the eight¬ 
eenth oentury; Chapter II discusses Johnson as a social observer; 
Chapter III examines him as a moralist; and Chapter IV analyzes him as 
a literary critic. Chapter V summarizes major ideas established in 
preceding chapters and draws certain conclusions concerning Johnson’s 
performance in the various roles in which he has been examined. 
The Rambler, published on Tuesdays and Saturdays during the 
years from 1750 to 1752, contains two hundred and eight essays, all of 
which, with the exception of six, were written by Johnson. The Idler, 
published from 1758 to 1760, contains one hundred and three essays, 
twelve of which were contributed by persons other than Johnson. For 
this study the author used the Talboys and Wheeler Edition of The Works 
of Samuel Johnson, Volumes II, III, IV, V, VII, and VIII. 
With pleasure and sincere gratitude the author acknowledges her 
indebtedness to those persons who were closely connected with this study. 
A special ’’thank you" is extended to the one to whom the author enjoys 
the honor of dedicating this project, Mrs. Lucy C. Grigsby, who untiringly 
and understanding^ directed and inspired this study from its inception 
to its completion, and to Dr. Thomas D. Jarrett, the second reader, for 
his practical assistance and generous words of enoouragement and inspira¬ 
tion. For their understanding, patience, and generous aid during the 
course of this study, the author wishes to express appreciation to her 
husband, Franklin, and two daughters, Shirley and Pamela. 
iii 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
Page 
PREFACE  ü 
Chapter 
I. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE PERIOD  1 
Political and Military Issues . • . .   1 
Religious Activities   13 
Social Outlook and Manners ......  25 
Literary Trends  42 
Summary    58 
II. JOHNSON THE SOCIAL OBSERVER  60 
The Extent of Johnson's Knowledge of Sooial Life . . 60 
Life in the City Held in Contempt by Johnson .... 63 
Reflections on Family Problems  ..... 63 
Courtship  85 
Marriage  99 
Rearing of Children   107 
Trivialities and Foibles, a Waste of Time  110 
Treatment of Servants   113 
Diversions and Amusements  116 
In the City     116 
In the Country   118 
The Education of a Gentleman    127 
Summary   132 
III. JOHNSON THE MORALIST  134 
The General State of Man   135 
Causes of Depravity of Mankind and Some Cures .... 136 
Corruption of Institutional Society  164 
Recommendations for Cure and Words of Comfort .... 182 
Summary   188 
iv 
Chapter Page 
IV. JOHNSON THE LITERARY CRITIC 190 
The Condition of Literature During Mid-eighteenth 
Century  ..... 190 
Forces at Work Against Neo-Classicism  191 
Johnson’s Preparation for Literary Role * . 193 
Johnson's Destitute Condition ........  201 
Johnson Granted Pension  207 
Relief From Poverty 207 
Johnson's Travels 207 
Johnson, a Social Success Despite Boorish and Uncouth 
Manners .......*•  ........ 208 
Johnson's Resemblance To Classical Critics  212 
Johnson's Critical Attacks .....  214 
Critics and Criticism   214 
Imitations   227 
Rules ..........  229 
Poetic Expression and Form   238 
Prose Productions 261 
Johnson's General Advice to Young Authors ....... 280 
Summary  295 




HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE PERIOD 
With the death of William III in 1702, Anne, James II's second 
daughter, ascended the throne. Queen Anne is described by Rowse as "a 
woman of plain intelligence, ■whose reign Marlborough made glorious by his 
victories and achievements."^- Marlborough was secure in his position as 
a leader of the military forces, for before William’s death the King had 
been able to bring about changes within 
... the Grand Alliance between Great Britain, Holland, 
and the Empire, and to designate Marlborough his suc¬ 
cessor as its executive instrument, a man of equal 
diplomatic ability with himself and of far greater 
military genius, if he was not William’s equal in 
political heroism.2 
Fxirther described as "a military strategist, a tactitian, a war statesman 
and a war diplomatist,Marlborough was considered to be the "executive 
arm of the state" as long as war was actively waged. Anne struggled in 
her efforts to have bestowed upon her husband, "notoriously stupid Prince 
George of Denmark," the honor of leading the Allied Army. But the Dutch 
A 
objected firmly, and Anne finally consented to Marlborough’s nomination. 
*A. L. Rowse, The Spirit of English History (London, 1943), p. 82. 
2Ibid., pp. 81-82. 
5Ibid., p. 82. 
^George Macaulay Trevelyan, England Under Queen Anne (London, 
1931), I, 167. 
2 
When the Grand Alliance faced France in the War of the Spanish 
Succession (1702-13), begun by France, that country had far greater 
advantages in every respect, save that of sea power Yet due to Marl¬ 
borough’s strategic moves and an understanding of the art of combining 
land and sea operations, the Alliance was able to roll back the tide of 
French power, thus making English control of the sea decisive. Ultimate 
success in the struggle with Louis XIV "was due to Britain’s growing 
resources in commerce, finance, at sea, while those of France were exhaust- 
% 
ed with the strain of half a century’s efforts at world conquest." 
Nevertheless, conflicts and difficulties at home were left by the 
settlement of the Revolution. The aristocracy had won, 
... but it was divided into two camps* Whigs and Tories. 
The Tories roughly were the party of the lesser but more 
numerous country gentry; the Whigs the party of the great 
landed oligarchs, the Dissenters and moneyed men. The 
Whigs’ hearts were in the war; so were their purses. They 
conducted it, and they did well out of it. They raised 
the loans, on which the land tax paid by the country gentry 
and excise by the consumer provided the interest. As the 
war went on the Tories became increasingly in favour of 
confining our ^Sngland'£/ land operations, cutting down 
commitments and concentrating on sea power. After 1709, 
when the Whigs missed the chance of making peace, the 
Tories became the peace party. The duality of the party 
system revealed this advantages that when one party 
would not do what was in the interest of the nation, the 
other could be called in. 
iRowse, op. cit., p. 82. 
2Ibid. 
5Ibid. 
4Ibid., p. 83. 
3 
England'8 system of government, fundamentally and inviolably fixed in 
King, Lords and Commons, had been reaffirmed by revolution, "the only 
means left for the recovery of that ancient constitution formed by the 
original contract of the British state.”1 
The attitude of Anne, considered by the Tories as their queen, 
concerning the Revolution -which shattered the theory of the Divine Heredi¬ 
tary Right of Kings was one of full acceptance in practice, and something 
just short of complete acceptance in theory. ”Even in her most Tory days 
at the end of her reign she declared that her right was not divine, and 
that such an expression ought not to be used of the claims of any mortal 
9 
to authority over his fellow creatures.” 
This smashing of the Divine Right of Kings represented a victory 
for the Tlïhigs, who held to the theory of "contract” between people and 
ruler,3 
Parliament became the unquestioned supreme power; judges 
were emancipated from the King's will; the 1689 Toleration 
Act ended religious persecution as far as was then possible 
(though retaining the civil disabilities of non-Anglicans); 
and the crown was confirmed in a Protestant succession. 
The system seemed to guarantee the subject's rights and to 
ensure that nothing should be done to the publicly-debated 
laws of the land and the safety of the Protestant faith.^ 
*A. R. Humphreys, The Augustan World; Life and Letters in 
Eighteenth Century England (London, 1954), p. 99. 
^Trevelyan, op. cit., p. 172. 
^Humphreys, op. cit., p. 99. 
*Ibid. 
4 
Locke, the great philosopher of Whig politics, gave expression to this, 
by which the Augustans meant freedom. 
■Whoever has the legislative or supreme power of any 
commonwealth is bound to govern by established standing 
lawB, promulgated and known to the people, and not by 
extemporary decrees, by indifferent ^impartial/^ and 
upright judges who are to decide controversies by those 
laws} and to employ the force of the community at home 
only in the execution of such laws, or abroad to prevent 
or redress foreign injuries and secure the community 
from inroads and invasions. And all this to be directed 
to no other end but the peace, safety and public good of 
the people.1 
Locke asserted that "Human nature is sociable and reasonable" and that men 
are not so combative that they must submit to an absolute ruler in order 
to live peaceably with each other. Reason 
... tells them, moreover, that each man is equal to 
his fellows (since none has a superior right to exert 
authority), that he should be secure in his life, 
health and property, and that as a sooiable being he 
should protect not only his own interests, but those 
also of others, and ’preserve the rest of mankind.’** 
"Locke’s thoughts provided an agreed foundation but not a uniform 
superstructure."® Whigs and Tories disagreed, sometimes violently, and 
at the same time provided the basis of the important invention of party 
government.4 
Parties are a prominent and lively part of the 
Augustan scene, yet the first point about them is 
3-Ibid., pp. 99-100. Quoted from Locke’s "Second Treatise of 
Civil Government," 1690, Chapter IX, Sec. 131. 
2Ibid., pp. 100-101. 
3Ibid., p. 103. 
4Ibid. 
5 
that they -were far less organized and coherent than they 
have since become. The party system only very slowly 
beoame the basis of government; the King might choose 
his advisers regardless of their attachments, the minis¬ 
tries might have a mixed complexion, and a ministry of 
one party might coexist with a House of Commons pre¬ 
dominantly of another Party; lines fluctuated and 
parties themselves were looked on as a temporary expe¬ 
dient, so that a pamphleteer like Defoe was not neces¬ 
sarily inconsistent in supporting first one side and 
then the other ... 
The "Whigs and Tories held opposite beliefs and fought furiously 
in the early years of the century until George I and Walpole settled 
things firmly in the Whig interest. The Tories are pictured as 
. . . strong churchmen, rather uneasy acquiescers in the 
doctrine of Parliamentary supremacy, and landed gentry 
misliking William Ill’s and Queen Anne’s continental 
wars, the taxes for which bore considerably upon them. 
William they swallowed as King de facto (except for the 
•non-juring’ wing which refused the oath of allegiance), 
yet they felt that an aura of sanctity had vanished 
from the kingly office. They were happier under Anne, 
herself strongly of the legitimist faith, but George I, 
brought over in the pockets of the Whigs, was a heavy 
trial and put them into despondent but unavailing 
opposition.2 
On the other hand, "though in a minority throughout the country 
as a whole, and though Swift chose to portray them as a rabble of Dis¬ 
senters, anarchists and atheists,"3 and though Johnson, a staunch Tory, 
referred to them as those "bottomless Whigs," for to him the first Whig 




■was the Devil, 1 the Whigs 
• • • were more united and effective ^than the Tories/7, 
■with support mainly among merohants and the 'moneyed 
interest.' They were strong for the Protestant suc¬ 
cession, opposed to the Tory Anglican dislike of Dissent, 
and èhthusiastic about the settlement of 1689.2 
Humphreys described party enmity under Queen Anne as "volcanic.” 
The "Whigs enjoyed high prestige from 1704-1710 with Marlborough’s 
successes in the war with France, Peterborough's Spanish campaign, 
Rooke's capture of Gibraltar, the union with Scotland, and the failure of 
an attempted Jacobite invasion in 1708.® Though there were Tories in 
the Godolphin ministry, they were "gradually squeezed out and from 1708 
to 1710 there was, for the first time, a true cabinet of one party backed 
by its majority in the Cammons—a phenomenon which was to become the 
fundamental condition of party government."* The Whigs, nevertheless, 
disliked by the Church and by Anne, enjoyed only a shaky position, for 
... in 1710 the Tories succeeded to four stormy years 
of office, marked by quarrels between their rival leaders 
Harley and Bolingbroke, the former a steady Churchman 
who wanted toleration, peace on good terms and George of 
Hanover as king, the latter an erratic Deist who wanted 
intolerance, peace on almost any terms, and James Stuart•5 
•^Percy Hazen Houston, Doctor Johnson: A Study of Eighteenth 
Century Humanism (Cambridge, 1923), pp. 5-6. 
Humphreys, op. cit., p. 104. 




This was a time of stress for England. The Queen's health was 
failing, and the question of a successor was a grave one. Stuarts were 
contesting against Hanoverians. The Whigs were for George; the Tories 
were disunited and tinged with Jacobitism; Bolingbroke was negotiating 
with James, and Anne "wanted James, but she wanted Protestantism even 
more and the two were clearly incompatible."* The Queen died suddenly, 
leaving the Tories still disorganized. The Whig members of the Privy- 
Council invited George, and contrary to prediction, the Hanoverian 
succession went smoothly.® The Tories fell and Bolingbroke (who soon 
fled to the Pretender in France) summed up mournfully to Atterbury, 
"The grief of my soul is this; I see plainly that the Tory party is 
gone."5 
Thus ended the colorful reigp of Anne. 
The contribution of George I (1714-1727) and of George II 
(1727-1760), both Germans, is described a6 "a negative one, but none 
the less useful."^ Since neither spoke English, much of the business 
of the state was conducted by the Cabinet; the powers of the Crown in 
the formation of ministries, in the dissolution of Parliament, and in 
patronage, tended to pass to the Whig oligarchy. Parliament, under 
this rule of the aristocracy, succeeded the monarchy as the central 
*Ibid., p. 106. 
2Ibid. 
®Rowse, op. pit., p. 85. 
4Ibid., p. 86. 
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political institution of the state. "Parliaments of the eighteenth 
century were corrupt, but they served the country no more than the 
Parliaments of the past twenty years.Rowse further stated that 
... as against the Parliamentary corruption 
characteristic of an oligarchical age, there is 
this to be said—that it enabled young men of 
ability ^Tuch as the younger Pitt, who was prime 
minister at twenty-four/^ to gain experienoe of 
governing and play their part in directing the 
councils of the nation, when with the democracy 
men are apt to arrive at power and responsibility 
too late.* 
As a result of these circumstances, the cabinet system devel¬ 
oped as the instrument of government. Under this system, the executive 
was rendered ultimately answerable to Parliament.® Along with this 
development came the office of Prime Minister, thus creating the "essen¬ 
tial part of the modern British policy."4 The long rule of Sir Robert 
Walpole (1721-1742) is credited with these developments.5 
High policy was in the hands of the Whig oligarchy and their 
allies, the mercantile interests of the city. However, the Tories 
still held the preferred position in their alliance with the Church. 
The squirearchy, mainly Tories, and the parson worked satisfactorily 
in the country when the country was dominant in English social life. 







• • • and thereby looked to the future, because theirs 
nas a minority party and they could not afford to per¬ 
secute. Two thingB distinguished Britain from the 
continent* parliamentary control, freedom of speech, 
press and person. Even in the aristocratic age, class 
barriers were not absolute; there was great social 
flexibility and a surprising number of persons of 
humble origin made their way by ability and patronage 
into society.^ 
Reason and moderation were the keynotes of this rule. Hume and Gibbon 
2 
were its intellectual mentors. 
Walpole's long ministry brought about internal peace and pros¬ 
perity for his country. His tactics never included a move whioh might 
disturb the harmony of the country. For two decades 
• • • trade progressed by leaps and bounds, and 
undoubtedly the fundamental resources of the country 
in commerce and finance were strengthened. But 
politically and morally it was lowering, and Walpole 
carried it too far. His policy of appeasement at 
all costs enabled the Bourbons to renew their aggres¬ 
sion on the continent and overseas. It needed a Pitt 
to call a halt to this*® 
England, in a time of great stress in its struggle with Franoe, 
needed a new spirit, a new man. The Whig oligarchy was bungling its 
job. William Pitt, who had "constituted himself the trumpet of the 
national spirit"1 * * 4 against the Bourbon front, represented this new 
spirit which England needed. Described as a man who came not of the 
aristocraoy but of the new moneyed class, "a man mad with pride, imperi- 
1Ibid. 




ousness, genius," an "impossible colleague," an "inspired leader," and 
"the greatest war minister" England has ever had,-*- Pitt said, "I know 
that I can save my country and that no one else can."** With his plan 
to keep France occupied in Europe by giving support to Frederick of 
Prussia, in two years he won the war and "harvested the fruits of his 
world-wide strategy»"® 
With the death of George II in 1760, his grandson, George III, 
pictured by Rowse as "young, ignorant, obstinate, anxious to govern and 
unfit to do so,"* ascended the throne. Desirous of recovering inde¬ 
pendence and authority of the Crown as a counter-balance to the Whigs, 
he favored the Tories. By this time the Whig oligarchy had split into 
personal faotions. Pitt foresaw a coalition between Spain and France and 
wanted to strike first. The king, however, wanted peace and intrigued 
against Pitt’s ally, Frederick, for it. Pitt resigned; Spain entered 
the war, but with the momentum he had given in conducting the war, 
England was successful against France in Germany, against Spain in the 
West Indies and the Philippines.® 
With the restoration of peace in 1763 came grave problems of 
adjustment within the Empire. At a time such as this, England needed 
1Ibid.J p. 88. 
2Ibid. 
3Ibid. 
4Ibid., p. 89. 
5Ibid. 
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the rule and guidance of the highest powers of statesmanship. However, 
with the disintegration of "Whig oligarchy, internal politics was in a 
state of chaos• The King made matters worse by his personal interven¬ 
tion in government. Pitt, incapacitated and exhausted by his efforts 
in the war, "the one great statesman of vision and imagination who 
might have piloted the country through,was depressed and verging upon 
madness. The affairs of state were conducted by a group of "second- 
rate" men. There were numerous changes in the government. For two 
decades these conditions existed. Public spirit was reduced, for with 
the neglect of the navy, upon which the security of the country rested 
2 
in 1778, England was left vulnerable in all quarters of the globe. To 
add to this disgrace, England had lost the American colonies. 
With the loss of these colonies, the "disastrous personal 
government of George III"5 was ended. Power was then restored to 
Parliament, considered to be the "proper organ of political control," 
and to the men of ability within it. During the next twenty-two years 
power was in the "hands of Chatham’s son, another William Pitt."* 
The defeat of the old regime opened a new and most 
hopeful era in the history of the Empire} soon the 
new Ençire rivalled the old in its rapid growth and 
^Ibid., p. 90. 
2Ibid. 
®Rowse, op. oit., p. 95. 
4Ibid. 
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power, while its strains and problems were more satis¬ 
factorily treated under the influence of more liberal 
ideas.1 
These liberal ideas were manifested in the French Revolution, 
which challenged the old order in Europe and greatly disturbed the 
2 
harmony of characteristic classes of eighteenth-century England. 
Looked upon as a middle-class revolution, it offered "hope of the 
future to all the popular elements which were excluded by the aris- 
tooracy from power."1 2 3 The Revolution ended with the Treaty of Vienna, 
which gave Europe a settlement which lasted for forty years.4 For the 
people there were some ill and some good effects. For the landed 
classes and the investors, it meant wealth—through increased prices 
and bounties, on interest upon loans—, but for the manufacturing and 
laboring classes it ofttimes meant suffering from unemployment, a rise 
in the cost of living, and indirect taxation, of which they were the 
primary victims.5 Rowse commented that it was the gaining in momentum 
of the Industrial Revolution all through the war which caused the 
country to survive and emerge successful.6 
The political background of the eighteenth century has been 
sketched thus for an understanding of this phase of life, by which the 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid., p. 101. 
5Ibid. 
4Ibid., p. 106. 
5Ibid«, p. 107. 
6Ibid. 
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other aspects of life were influenced, and ultimately as a "back drop" 
for this study. 
This sketch has revealed that England, cast into a series of 
wars during the eighteenth oentury, survived, despite perhaps its 
greatest defeat—the loss of the American colonies. In her wars, as in 
all wars, there were groups whioh gained and some on whom, it seems, 
the burden of war was placed. But, on a whole, these military endeavors 
won for England prestige among the European nations. 
Though there were intermittent periods of less discord, for the 
most part, party strife that has been described as "volcanic" existed 
throughout the oentury. The Whigs and Tories contested against each 
other for political power. The oentury saw periods when one party was 
more influential than the other. This alternation in power seemed to 
have been determined by the achievements of eaoh and the wishes and 
power of the ruling monarch. 
As there was dissension in politics, there was also dissension 
in the religious sphere of eighteenth-century life. This is reflected 
in the importance attaohed to the three main religious groups—Papists, 
Churchmen and Dissenters.^ 
The Papists were not a threat to Protestant religious dominance. 
By the Test Act of 1673, the Roman Catholics were excluded from civil 
and military office, and they were suspected of Jacobite activities. As 
a result, they drew as little attention to themselves as possible. 
^■Humphreys, op. oit., p. 142. 
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Relief Bills, granting some toleration to the Catholics, were 
passed. One of these bills is said to have caused an upheaval in Scot- 
land (1778) and the more violent Gordon Riots in England (1780), "when 
London had a week’s reign of terror and the mob besieged Parliament, 
menaced the Bill’s promoters and burnt Papist chapels and the formida¬ 
ble Newgate Prison.The frenzy died away; in 1791 another Relief 
Bill granting a fair degree of toleration became law. "All in all, 
the Roman Catholic Church loomed in English eyes ^Ætth some re&son/ 
as a bogy, but its adherents were a small and peaceable minority."  2 * 
Trevelyan declared that "In the Eighteenth Century, Roman 
Catholicism was an aristocratic but unfashionable faith.He added: 
It declined because it dared make no public propaganda 
in face of the laws and in face of a hostile public 
opinion. It was weakest in the towns, except in so 
fan as the immigration of Irish poor into certain 
slum districts was beginning. The Roman Catholics 
were strong only in Lancashire, and there alone were 
they accused of making open propaganda. They made a 
certain show also among landowners in Northumberland, 
Durham, Yorkshire and the English counties of the 
Welsh border. In Wales itself they were negligible.4 
The Protestant Dissenters or Nonconformists were of three 
principal groups—Baptist, Presbyterian and Quaker. Trevelyan reported 
that it is uncertain as to which group was the most numerous in the 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid., p. 143. 
^Trevelyan, op. cit., p. 56 
4Ibid., pp. 56-57. 
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country as a whole. The numbers of Quakers had begun to decline, and 
in some towns, among the wealthy and educated Dissenters, there was a 
drift towards Unitarianism.'*' 
It is interesting to note further what groups of people made up 
the Dissenters and from what locales they came. In drawing upon 
Devenant, Trevelyan stated that "Nonconformity in Anne’s reign was 
strong among seafaring men, among ’lower tradesmen and artificers, 
o 
manufacturers and day labourers.’" They were stronger in some rural 
districts like Bucks and Devon. "All over the country they were 
stronger in the market towns than in the villages, in the cities 
stronger still, and in London they were strongest of all." The fact 
that Dissenters were increasing in number, making up along with the 
French Huguenots one-fifth of the half million inhabitants of London, 
exclusive of the City, and that they had built a total of eighty-eight 
chapels, and the remaining four hundred thousand potential Churohmen of 
the suburbs had only twenty-eight parish churches among them, caused 
great concern among the Churchmen during William’s reign; a cry of 
"Church in Danger" came forth, and the accession of the Tory Queen Anne 
gave fresh encouragement.* 





Despite the generally intolerant spirit of the Churchmen toward 
the Dissenters, there were districts of the country in -which their 
relationship was rather harmonious. This was particularly true in the 
Yorkshire dales, "where Nonconformity was strong; there was much good 
feeling; and in some parishes, even in the south, there were religious 
folk who attended both church and chapel.-*- 
The established Church, too, may be characterized as having much 
variety. On one side were the Non-Jurors who upheld the divine right 
of James II, who were unprepared to swear allegiance to William and 
2 
Mary, and who became the center of vigorous pamphlet polemics. Promi¬ 
nent among their leaders were Archbishop Sancroft, Bishop Ken, Thomas 
Hearne and Jeremy Collier. There were also the High-Church and Low- 
Church parties 
... which prompted Swift's High-and Low-Heel satire in 
'Lilliput.* The former upheld Caroline traditions of 
Church power and prerogative, the latter the Latitudi- 
narian nationalism which played down dogna and privilege 
and preached mainly a reasonable faith and the social 
virtues.3 
It was Locke's "Letters Concerning Toleration" (1689-1706) and "The 
Reasonableness of Christianity" (1695) on which the program of the 
Latitudinarians rested. They found leadership in Archbishop Tillotson.* 
■*-Ibid., p. 59. 
^Humphreys, op. cit., p. 143. 
3Ibid. 
4Ibid., pp. 143-44. 
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Their faith seems now to have an ethical rather than a 
religious flavour, yet it was then a matter of high 
humanity and of Christian charity, certainly not the 
less admirable for seeing Christian faith in the light 
of divine mercy and human brotherhood. Prom the time 
of the Cambridge Platonist through the eighteenth 
century and into the nineteenth it diffused a spirit 
at best of extensive charity, at worst of prosaic 
reason, which was the best possible antidote to 
sectarian strife.* 
Anne’s accession to the throne was a triumph for the Church. 
MThe Church party, already powerful, gained the support of the ruling 
monaroh. Anne ’ s devotion to the Church was the most positive and genu- 
2 
ine element in her character.” 
The end of Queen Anne's reign was to see the 
Church of England and therewith the Tory party split 
from, top to bottom on the dynamic question (of 
accession), when the time for nuances and reserves 
drew to an end, and the actual choice became imminent 
between Restoration of the House of Stuart or Accession 
of the House of Hanover.3 
During this era there was a close tie between religion and poli¬ 
tics. Trevelyan indicated that 
... then the highest questions of church and State 
were thus inseparable, the boundary between religion 
and politics could neither be defined nor observed. 
It was a common saying, doubtless greatly exaggerated, 
that more was heard in the parish pulpit of Charles 
the Martyr than of Jesus Christ.1 * * 4 
1Ibld. 
%illiam Thomas Laprade, Public Opinion and Politics in 
Eighteenth Century England (New York, 1936), p. 28. 
^Trevelyan, op. cit., p. 65. 
4Ibid. 
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However, the church-related activities of the people were not solely 
devoted to feuds between High and Low Church» Much effort during the 
early part of the eighteenth century was focused on ”purely religious 
activity and revival, which left a permanent mark on the life of the 
country, and sowed the seed of great developments in the future.”* In 
such activities as the founding of the charity schools, the Society for 
Promoting Christian Knowledge, the Society for the Reformation of Man¬ 
ners, and the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts 
there is evidence of team work among the members of the two Church 
o 
parties and the Dissenters. 
The charity schools, founded during the reign of Queen Anne, 
were the result of the Church’s attempt to cope with the challenge of 
•Z 
the non-conformist schools. 
The Dissenters, who were excluded from both the 
Universities by law, and from many schools either by 
law or by custom, had started all over the country a 
number of excellent schools and academies of their 
own, covering the whole field of primary, secondary 
and higher education. These caused muoh jealousy, 
and at the end of Anne’s reign the High Churchmen 
at last succeeded in passing the Schism Act to 
suppress thsm~an act of persecution quickly repealed 
under George I.* 
These oharity schools were founded for the purpose of educating the 
1Ibid. 
*Tbid., pp. 65-69. 
5Ibid., p. 67. 
4Ibid. 
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"children of the poor in reading, ■writing, moral discipline, and the 
principles of the Church of England.They were much needed, for the 
State had not made provisions for the education of the poor, and the 
local parishes had no endowed schools. Scattered about the villages, 
however, "dames and other unofficial persons taught the rustics their 
letters in return for fees; here and there an endowed Grammar School 
gave secondary education to the middle class."2 
During this period of religious revival, working together as 
great advocates of the charity schools were the Society for Promoting 
Christian Knowledge and the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel 
in Foreign Parts. These societies were most important and made a last¬ 
ing impression on the revival. They were of the same spirit which 
characterized later the societies that abolished the slave trade and 
•Z 
slavery.13 Their chief object was the dissemination of Bibles and other 
religious literature. Their project was well received by Marlborough 
in the army and Benbow and Rooks in the fleet. A large supply of Bibles 
and books was distributed at home. Initially, distributions to the rest 





5Ibid., p. 69. 
4Ibid., pp. 69-70. 
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Working together in a common cause against the licence of the age 
were Churchmen and Dissenters in the Society for the Reformation of Man¬ 
ners. Thousands of tracts were issued against drunkenness, swearing, 
public indecency and Sunday trading. There is question about the 
results which these tracts effected, but magistrates were shamed into 
enforcing laws which had become obsolete. Furious opposition arose 
against such activities. 
Some of the High Churchmen, like Sacheverell, 
clamoured for the 'ancient discipline of the church* 
to suppress vice, immorality, heresy and schism, 
instead of this new-fangled Society for the Reforma¬ 
tion of Manners in which laymen and even Dissenters 
were allowed to take a part.* 
Mob violenoe manifested itself in the outright murder of one of the 
Society members. Although many prosecutions were enforced, Trevelyan 
noted* 
It is indeed probable that many of the prosecutions, 
especially for swearing and for travelling on Sunday, 
were vexatious, and the time came under the Georges 
when the Society was doing as much harm as good, and 
could disappear. But its activities in the reign of 
Anne helped to make the streets and taverns less 
unpleasant for decent people, to reduce drunkenness 
and to secure Sunday as a day of rest from business 
and labour.® 
Subsequently he added: 
These activities betokened an instinctive movement 
of üie English religious world to get away, on one 
^•Ibid., p. 68. 
2Ibid. 
3Ibid., p. 69. 
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side at least, from the denominational and political 
feuds in which it was entangled, into a broader vision, 
where zeal might produce something better than hate.l 
According to Sydney, 
The eighteenth century, following as it did almost 
immediately upon that season of thick moral darkness and 
spiritual depression which hung like a curtain over the 
country during the reign of Charles II—the reaction 
against the domination of the martial saints who had in 
the eyes of the nation inherited the earth far too long— 
cannot be pronounced as an improvement upon it, if 
regarded from a religious and moral point of view.2 
In addition, Sydney commented: 
The court until long after the accession of George III, 
still continued to be tainted by much of that shameless 
licentiousness with which it had been characterised 
during the last forty years of the preceding century; 
leaders, both in Church and State, careless in their 
lives and ungodly in their conduct, neglected their 
duty and became corrupt and altogether abominable; while 
the public and private life of the aristocracy, of the 
upper and middle classes, as of the lower orders, was 
marked by nothing so much as duplicity, conjugal infi¬ 
delity, dissoluteness, and laxity.3 
Many persons were concerned about the state of religion in 
England at this time. A few statements quoted by Sydney attesting that 
fact are noteworthy. He indicated that in July, 1710, Lady Mary Wortley 
Montagu expressed her conviction in a letter written to the Bishop of 
Salisbury that "more atheists were to be found among the fine ladies of 
1Ibid., p. 70. 
'TTilliam Connor Sydney, England and the English in the 
Eighteenth Century; Chapters in the Social History of the Times (Lon¬ 
don, 189l), II, 322. 
5Ibid., pp. 322-23. 
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the times than among the lower sort of rakes.He observed, also, that 
Addison, writing in Number 47 of the "Freeholder," declared that there 
was "less appearance of religion in England than in any neighbouring 
State or kingdom."** Sydney noted further that nearly three years later, 
Dr. Edmund Gibson, Bishop of London, 
• . . confessed that great laxity, both in principle and 
praetice, was gradually descending to the middle classes, 
under the influence and authority of higher examples, and 
through too great a disposition to approve and follow 
them. 3 
Sydney reported that Bishop Berkeley made similar observations 
concerning the state of religion and expressed the hope that, "as it was 
of so general and notorious a character as that it could not be matched 
in former ages, it would not be imitated by posterity."1 2 3 4 * He spoke also 
of the prevailing practice of ridiculing Christianity, of sneering at 
or deriding holiness of life, and of launching "the shafts of ridicule 
at the things which are commonly regarded as sacred,"® for this "was 
considered not only clever, but praiseworthy. This is forcibly 
illustrated over and over again in the writings of some of the most 
distinguished men of the age."6 
1Ibid. 






Hannah More’s "Estimate of the Religion of the Fashionable 
World," appearing anonymously in 1787, according to Sydney, made this 
observations 
Those who are able to make a fair comparison must 
allow that, however the present age may be improved in 
other important and valuable advantages, yet there is 
but little appearance remaining among the great and 
the powerful of that righteousness which exalteth a 
nation ... .1 
There is evidence, then, that some aspects of the religious and 
moral life of eighteenth century Englishmen were in a debased state. 
In the area of religion it has been noted that there were three 
predominant groups—Papists, Churchmen, and Dissenters. Disagreement 
and an intolerant spirit caused dissension in the religious sphere as 
did party strife in politics. 
In addition, the study has revealed that the struggle for power 
between parties was reflected also in religion. Whigs and Tories 
played into one another’s hands by their mutual intolerance. 
Though during the greater part of the century religion was at a 
very low ebb, as the century waned there developed a deepened religious 
faith and a renewed spiritual life. Rival groups began to work harmoni¬ 
ously together, as was indicated in the projects of several societies. 
Humphreys observed that by Johnson’s day men had learned to 
"tolerate, even to value, a moderate opposition."1 2 3 He cited a quotation 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid., pp. 327-28. 
Humphreys, OP. cit.. p. 108 
24: 
from Goldsmith’s essay on ’’National Concord” and commented in summary 
that 
... opposition when restrained within due bounds is 
the salubrious gale that ventilates the opinion of the 
people. It braces the government like a crow in a 
fresh breeze, provided that it is the jealousy of 
patriotism, not the rancour of party, the warmth of 
candour, not the virulence of hate.* 
"To have learnt that lesson,” Humphreys concluded, "is a great Augustan 
achievement."1 2 
The Augustan age is noted for its sense of man as 
a social being, divinely intended to collaborate in a 
great task. That task, which the age made particularly 
its own, was to live in widespread harmony, abjuring the 
hazards of war and fanaticism which had convulsed the 
seventeenth century. By instinct and intention men 
strove for a congenial society: they pondered on the 
principles of a civilised community and hoped to extend 
doctrines of ’sympathy,’ on both a Christian and a 
rational basis, as widely as possible.3 
Thus the 
... British combination of moral persuasion, practical 
energy and good fortune tended towards a social order of 
reasonable sense and human understanding, and order based 
on ’the grand principle of subordination,’ moderately 
conservative in class-feeling, but not so rigid that the 
poor man might not rise far in almost any walk of life.* 
In addition, the British social idea was less equalitarian justice than 
social sympathy and religious duty, "each man walking in Godly wise in 
his state of wealth or poverty," as stated by William Law’s "Serious 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid. 
5Ibid., p. 1. 
*Ibid., p. 2. 
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Call to a Devout and Holy Life" (1728), "While this could dwindle into 
the idea that the "poor should blow their stations, and that privilege 
was divinely approved,"^ this belief that the social order was ordained 
by God does not represent hypocrisy, for 
. . • the eighteenth century inherited the age-old faith 
that God had appointed the structure of society and that, 
though the rich should ease the burdens of the poor, 
poverty itself, likB pain and death, urns convenient for 
the rich but not thereby hypocritical. It was certainly 
not designed to condemn the poor to perpetual subjection, 
for if God had ordained gradations of wealth he had or¬ 
dained also the duty of labouring in one’s vocation and 
of earning those rewards by which the industrious appren¬ 
tice might finish as Lord Mayor of London.1 2 
Though there was some progress in social sympathy during the 
Augustan Age, it was limited. This is felt to be partly due to an 
ignorance of how to cope with injustice and to relieve yore than just 
a "fringe of misery." 
The debtors were decayed in prison, the mobs who rioted 
when harvests failed, the wretches press-ganged to sea- 
life, which Johnson called a degree worse than gaol— 
these and their like could not congratulate themselves 
on their time.3 
These conditions presented much material for the poets, journalists and 
novelists who 
. . .drew grim pictures of sufferings Augustan excel¬ 
lences were erected on much misery and despair. Yet 
with all its evil the age strove to become less brutal, 
and gave to many the sense of strong humanity bearing 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid., pp. 2-3. 
5Ibid., p. 3. 
26 
good fruit in art, letter, philosophy and social 
life.1 
Thus Humphreys presented his views concerning the spirit that lies behind 
or upon -which the basis of social life is founded. A direct look at a 
few of the aspects of social life in the eighteenth century is here 
pertinent to a background picture. 
London in Johnson’s England was far more significant in "life and 
letters, in politics, in commerce" than now.^ Johnson held a deep affec¬ 
tion for London; after thirty years of residence there, he said to 
Boswells "Why, Sir, you find no man, at all intellectual, who is willing 
to leave London. No, Sir, when a man is tired of London, he is tired of 
life; for there is in London all that life can afford. 
London was the only great urban community in the kingdom, 
the only place where town life was cut off from country 
life—-where the country visitor was like a being from 
another world. Its glamour was correspondingly great; 
it was a miracle of irealth and splendour, its crimes 
and its luxury, its pleasures and its opportunities 
were legendary.4 
As in the reign of Charles II, during the reigns of Queen Anne 
and the Georges, the coffee house was still the center of social life. 
1Ibid. 
^A. S. Turberville, Johnson’s England: An Account of the Life 
and Manners of His Age (Oxford, 1933), I, 160. 
Sjames Boswell, Life of Johnson, ed. George Birbeck Hill (New 
York, 1891), III, 202. Future references to Boswell’s Life of Johnson 
will make use of this edition. 
^Turberville, op. cit., p. 160. 
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"It afforded a much needed relaxation of the severe drinking habits of the 
time, for alcohol was not to be had on the premisesEvery Londoner had 
his favorite house and could be reached there by his friends or clients 
p 
at a known hour* Outstanding among the coffee houses were the following* 
T/Biite’s Chocolate House, frequented by the beaux, "where as Harley bitterly 
complained to Swift, young noblemen were fleeced and corrupted by fashion- 
able gamblers and profligates"; The Cocoa Tree Chocolate House, where 
Tories assembled; St. James’s Coffee House, which the Whigs frequented; 
Will’s near Covent Garden, where poets, critics, and their patrons re¬ 
sorted; Truby’s and Child's, near St. Paul’s, where the Clergy wait; the 
Grecian, which was the meeting place for the world of scholarship; and the 
Chapter in Paternoster Row, which was frequented by the nearby book¬ 
sellers, "the scene of that fortunate meeting in 1777 when it was decided 
» 4 
to invite Dr. Johnson to write the lives of the English poets"; there 
were houses also "for Dissenters, for Quakers, for Papists and for 
Jacobites."® 
The coffee house filled the place of the present-day club, "but 
in a more cheap and informal manner and with a greater admission of 
strangers."6 In the absence of telegrams and effective journalism, 
^"Trevelyan, op* oit», p. 82. 
2Ibid. 
3Ibid., p. 83. 
^Humphreys, op. oit., pp. 18-19. 
®Trevelyan, op. cit., p. 83. 
6Ibid. 
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new»—political, military, commercial, and general—could be obtained at 
the coffee house. In addition to this service, the coffee house had a 
levelling influence. "Here you will see blue ribbons and stars sitting 
familiarly with private gentlemen as if they had left their quality and 
degrees of distance at home."* 
This means of socializing was eventually imitated by the ladies 
on a restricted soale with salons 
• . • where they could prove (as enlightened minds were 
ready to admit) that nature shared her intellectual 
gift fairly between the sexes. Under the encourage¬ 
ment of Mrs. Montagu, Mrs. Bosoawen, Mrs. Vesey and 
others, sooiety achieved integration it had lacked— 
the collaboration of masculine and feminine tastes in 
oultural matters—and a necessary strand was woven 
into the fabric of London’s life. Clubs of all sorts, 
professional, intellectual, artistio, political, 
musical, literary, eocentrio, or merely companionable, 
were signs of a community conscious of similar tastes, 
and ready semiformally to organize its growing socia¬ 
bility. 2 
Humphreys stated that the coffee house was the best-known institution 
of Augustan social life. "With the inn, the tavern and the club this 
created much of the world in which literature lived, and it contributed, 
as Swift said to Stella (Journal to Stella, 21 June, 1711), *to advance 
conversation and friendship.'"® 
The theater served as another diversion. Trevelyan wrote that 
in the reign of Queen Anne the theaters began to fill at six o'clock, 
and through a patriotic Briton we get this description* 
^Ibid. 
Humphreys, op» oitej p* 19* 
Ibid•j p• 18• 
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The pit contains the gentlemen on benches ; and on 
the first story of boxes sit all the ladies of quality; 
in the second, the citizens’ wives and daughters; and 
in the third, the common people and footmen; so that 
between the acts you are as much diverted by viewing the 
beauties of the audience, as while they act with the 
subject of the plan; and the whole is illuminated to the 
greatest advantage. Whereas abroad, the stage only being 
illuminated, and the lodge or boxes close, you lose the 
pleasure of seeing the company. And indeed the English 
have reason in this, for no nation in the world can show 
such an assembly of shining beauties as here.l 
The footmen, admitted free at the ’’Olympus" to form a claque, 
conspired to treat this as their inalienable privilege. They became the 
tyrants of the house, for they plagued the managers and disturbed the 
politer part of the audience with such savage clamour that it inter¬ 
rupted the most affecting passages of the play.^ 
On a whole, however, "the theaters catered for people who were 
cultured or desired to be thought so."'* Drama, not yet divorced from 
literature, was still performed on a repertory basis; Shakespeare as a 
favorite was gaining rather than losing.4 
Theaters were legally limited to two by the 1737 Licensing Act, 
but by other means the actual count was about six.® Some of these were 
outside civic jurisdiction, like that at Sadlers Wells, where one could 
see "farce, ballet, pantomine, acrobatics, operetta and a strong-man 




^Humphreys, op. cit., p. 17 
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act" and notice the "spectators depositing hams, chops, pastries, bottles 
and glasses on the shelf behind each row of seats.Riots were frequent 
and not unexpected. Walpole observed that the social year would not be 
complete without a riot. One such riot was staged by the footmen in 
1737 because they were refused free entry at the Drury Lane. One spec¬ 
tator attending the Haymarket in 1784 described the house 
... with pit benches rising in an amphitheatre and 
prices graded from one shilling in the second gallery 
to five in the boxes. Rotten oranges (one hit his hat) 
flew about in a 'perpetual pelting from the gallery, ' 
the first and second galleries shouted and thumped 
sticks, and servants keeping boxes for their masters 
hid themselves from the showers of missiles. Yet 
except when an inaudible actress was barracked the play 
was received with enthusiasm.1 2 3 
This conduct, characterized by rowdiness and disrespect for per¬ 
formers, is typical of the age. Moreover, "the audience expected such 
unsubtle qualities as obvious humour, genteel sentiment and strong 
situation."® 
"Drinking and gaming were the prevalent vices of the eighteenth 
century."^ Though hard drinking among the upper classes decreased during 
the century, the practice was incredibly widespread during the early 




^A. S. Turberville, English Men and Manners in the Eighteenth 
Century (Oxford, 1929), p. 84. 
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"Port drinking spread the ravages of gout, which is the characteristic 
malady of the eighteenth century* Its numerous victims succeeded in 
persuading themselves that its tortures, however unpleasant, were 
rather beneficial to general health than otherwise."1 Turberville em¬ 
phatically stated that "the devastating results of the prevalent hard 
drinking on most constitutions" were quite evident; "many men, as the 
result of their intemperance, were quite worn out and elderly before 
they reached fifty; some showed visible signs of decay at the age of 
thirty." Turberville added that the middle classes did not drink port; 
ale was substituted. This, he noted, may have aided sobriety.5 Lecky 
reported that even in this vice there had been great improvement, "and 
the decline in drinking in the upper orders both in England and Ireland, 
though not perhaps in Scotland, is universally admitted."* As a proof 
of this improvement, Lecky referred to Dr. Johnson, who stated that he, 
while in college, boasted of the fact that he had drunk three bottles 
of port at one sitting and felt none the worse for it, and that he later 
gave up all wine drinking because he was unable to use moderation.® 
Turberville had this to say concerning gamblings 
Frbm the reign of Anne till the beginning of the 
nineteenth century gambling was a national disease 
^Ibid., p. 85. 
^Ibid., pp. 85, 88. 
5Ibid., p. 88. 
^William E. H. Lecky, A History of England in the Eighteenth 
Century (London, 1920), VII, 197. 
5Ibid. 
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among the leisured classes of both sexes. Games of skill 
and games of chance, horse racing, lotteries, and commercial 
speculations—all made an irresistible appeal. While the men 
spent most of the day, and sometimes of the night also, round 
the card tables at the fashionable clubs of Almack's, White’s, 
and Boodle's, the ladies occupied themselves in similar 
fashion in their own drawing rooms. Thousands of pounds 
would be won or lost at a single sitting.* 
Lecky stated: 
The memoirs, the correspondence, and the novels of the 
time are full of illustrations of the prevalence of the 
vice, and they show also the coarseness and the violence 
of manners it brought with it, the oaths which were con¬ 
sistently on the lips of men of fashion, the persecutions 
with which young ladies of beauty and distinction were 
often pursued in public places, the ooarse and stupid 
practical jokes which were the fashion, and which were 
especially directed against foreigners.^ 
With the deorease in drinking in England during the latter half 
of the eighteenth century, and with the increase in the comfort of home 
life, the popularity of taverns waned to some degree. However, they 
remained, for the most part, the meeting place for business transactions.** 
Other sources of diversion or amusement were found in sports such 
as fencing, boxing, wrestling, bull-baiting, duck-hunting, horse-racing, 
bear-baiting, cock-throwing, and cock-fighting. Many of these were very 
popular during the seventeenth century, but as the eighteenth century 
waned and as public sentiment against brutality toward animals increased, 
many were suppressed.* 
^•Turberville, English Men and Manners in the Eighteenth Century, 
op. cit., p. 88. 
^Leoky, op. cit., VII, 197. 
®Ibid., pp. 198-99. 
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Toward the middle of the century public fencing matches with 
swords had almost passed away.l As the interest in fencing as a public 
sport declined, a love for boxing and prize-fighting rose, and these 
sports were never more popular than in the latter half of the eighteenth 
century*^ Male as well as female, amateur and professional were the 
challengers. Prize-fighting was a recognized sport and was not con- 
5 
sidered brutal, for it was thought to be conducive to manliness* 
Bull-baiting was popular throughout the entire eighteenth 
century.4 
The tenaoity of the English bull-dog, which would sometimes 
suffer itself to be cut to pieces rather than relax its 
hold, was a favorite subjeot of national boasting, while 
French writers pointed to the marked difference in this 
respect between the French and English taste as a con¬ 
clusive proof of the higher civilization of their own 
nation*5 
At Stamford and at Tutbury 
... a maddened bull was, from a very early period 
annually hunted through the streets. Among the enter¬ 
tainments advertised in London in 1729 and 1730, we 
find 'a mad bull to be dressed up with fireworks over 
him, a bear to be let loose at the same time, and a 
cat to be tied to the bull's tail, a mad bull dressed 
up with fireworks to be baited. *6 
Ducking ponds were numerous around London. Here ducks were 
hunted by dogs. The amusement was varied at times when an owl was tied 
J-Ibid., p. 199. 
2Ibid. 
5Sydney, op. cit., I, 179. 
^Lecky, op. cit., II, 195. 
5Ibid. 
6 
Ibid., pp. 195-96. 
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to the back of the duck, causing the duck to dive in terror until one 
or both birds -were killed.^ 
Fox-hunting is almost a creation of the eighteenth century. In 
the middle and latter half of the century it steadily advanced as an 
English field-sport, though the strict preservation of foxes was not yet 
common.^ 
There was a steady increase in horse-racing. It was "naturally 
favoured by the improved means of communication, which made it more easy 
to attend the ohief centres."® 
Bear-baiting, at this time, had ceased to be a source of amuse¬ 
ment for the rich. This was due to a scarcity of the animals.1 2 * 4 5 
"The very barbarous amusement of cock-throwing, which was at 
5 
least as old as Chaucer, is said to have been peculiarly English." The 
game "consisted of tying a cock to a stake as a mark for sticks, which 
were thrown at it from a distance till it was killed."6 
Cock-fighting was extremely popular in England. Lecky reported 
that in the eighteenth century the interest in it, on a whole, increased. 
This was due to its association with gambling. However, in some circles— 
1Ibid., p. 196. 
2Ibid., VII, 201. 
5Ibid. 
4Ibid., II, 195. 
5Ibid., p. 196. 
6Ibid. 
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centers of fashion-public sentiment against it increased.^" For special 
interest, the fiercest and most powerful cocks were frequently brought 
over from Germany. 
In this game as many as sixteen cocks were sometimes 
matched against each other at each side, and they fought 
till all on one side were killed. The viotors were then 
divided and fought, and the process was repeated till 
but a single cock remained.2 
These and other barbaric and brutal amusements were attacked at 
various times throughout the century. Previous to this time, according 
to Lecky, they had been referred to by Pepys in 1666 and Evelyn in 1670 
in their diaries as "rude and nasty pleasures," and as "butcherly 
sports, or rather barbarous cruelties."3 
In the beginning of the eighteenth century the essay 
writers, who exercised so great an influence on the 
minor morals of society, steadily discountenanced 
these amusementsj and we may at this period find 
several slight, but clear traces of a warmer regard 
for the sufferings of the lower animals.4 
Lecky quoted Steele as having referred to the "bear-garden as a place 
where reason and good manners had no right to enter." The historian 
reported that he and Pope spoke out against the English passion for 
brutal amusements.3 Johnson later voiced his strong disapproval of this 
inhuman treatment of animals. (A discussion of this follows in a later 
chapter.) 
J-Ibid., II, 197 and VII, 200. 
2Ibid., II, 197. 




"The mode of living," related Sydney, "both among the upper and 
lower grade of society in London during the last century closely resem¬ 
bled in some respects that of the present.In some respects, however, 
there is a marked difference. 
The nobility in general were much the same as they are 
now, and were distinguished from others by the palatial 
dwelling-places, lavishly furnished, by the magnificence 
of their equipages, and by the sumptuousness of their 
tables. The gentry were generally remarkable for their 
wealth and refinement, but pressed very closely upon the 
heels of the nobility as regarded their extravagant 
manner of living. The same may be said of the mercantile 
classes. Coarseness and brutality, as might be expected, 
distinguished the lower classes in a pre-eminent degree.2 
Due to a complete lack of communication from one district to 
another, residents of the various districts of London were almost in 
isolation from one another. As a result each district, to a great ex- 
tent, had its own distinct manners, habits, and characteristics. How¬ 
ever, there seem to have been some habits of oonduct which were charac¬ 
teristic of certain aspects of London life. 
Regardless of the district in which one lived, there were in 
each evidences of the love for fashion. Much emphasis was placed upon 
appearance. A requirement of the day was to be fashionable. To fit 
into this category, men and women spent hours in preparing themselves 
for their grant entrance at a playhouse or at a coffee house, a stroll 
at the Mall, a visit to Vauxhall or to Ranelagh—"elaborately laid-out 
^Sydney, op. cit., I, 43. 
2Ibid. 
3Ibid., pp. 43-44. 
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gardens where one could -walk among the trees, watch the fireworks, stare 
at the crowd, dance, eat, and drink,"^~a call upon a friend for a tete- 
a-tete or a round of gossip, or simply for receiving callers* 
The dress of fashionable men consisted of 
• • • elaborate powdered wigs, cocked hats, neck-cloths, 
fine ruffled shirts, waistcoats,--which young men wore 
open, the better to display their ruffles--brightly 
colored long-coats, silk breeches, stockings of various 
colors, and fine shoes, often with red heels.2 
Their toiletry and dress, which usually required about four hours to 
complete, were supervised by their valet. To enhance their appearance 
and air of affectation, they required an 
... extensive assortment of perfumery—oil of Venus, 
spirit of lavendar, atar of roses, spirit of cinnamon or 
eau-de-luce—among others—with which the various articles 
of attire were severally and carefully sprinkled. Then, 
as now, there were in vogue certain sweetly-scented soaps 
which were largely patronized by fashionable beaux, and 
with a cake of one of these he freely lathered his hands 
and face. He next dabbed his face with scented powder 
till it was as white as that of a miller, and plastered 
his hair with scented pomatum, and having perfumed his 
pocket-handkerchief with rose or jasmine water, tied 
his cravat and adjusted his periwig, he finally sat 
down to dine about three, either with his friends or 
alone.3 
After having dined, the young gentleman was then ready to don his sword— 
a vital part of his wardrobe and a necessary tool for protection—and his 
hat, which he did with great ceremony,^ and, as one might say, "do the 
town." 
iRalph Philip Boas and Barbara M. Hahn, Social Backgrounds of 
English Literature (Boston, 1923), p. 155. 
2Ibid., p. 157. 
''Sydney, op» cite, I, 44-45# 
Ibid*, p# 45# 
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The beaux of the period seemed to have taken the lead in display¬ 
ing extravagance in dress. The ladies of fashion depended upon ”exag- 
gerated headdresses—coiffures that often towered to the height of two 
or even three feet, surmounted by the most intricate and elaborate 
arrangement of puffs, rolls and curls—” as their most striking feature 
of elegance.^ Hats, commensurate in size with the headdresses, and 
accented by several immense ostrioh plumes, presented an effect which 
was "startling."^ Richly embroidered gowns were worn,® and women strove 
to give the appearance of having small waists—considered fashionable— 
by the use of 
... tight corsets and cruel lacing to achieve what in 
many cases nature never intended them to have. So dogged 
was their devotion to this practice that many fainted 
with alarming frequency. This fashion brought its own 
train of maladies; and it is thought to have been 
responsible for the fad of poor health by some very 
robust ladies and forced upon others by their silly 
enthusiasm for a pernicious fashion.4 
The fashionable lady, too, was waited upon by her servant—a 
maid who was very attentive to her mistress. The toilette was usually 
completed by three o’clock, after which she had dinner, either alone or 
with guests. From then on until early hours in the morning, she had a 
r'ound of regular activities—a visit or ”tour” of the amusement places. 
■1-Boas and Hahn, op. cit., p. 180. 
2Ibid., p. 181. 
5Ibid., p. 157. 
4Ibid., pp. 180-181. 
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Later she returned home and had tea, a game of cards and conversation 
with callers. 
London was a fascinating city with many interesting sights and 
beautiful spots of interest to fashionable society. 
For the people of quality London was the capital of the 
world. A tenth of England’s people lived in it. There 
England's rarest goods were to be bought and its most 
fascinating sights to be seen—the lions in the Tower, 
the waxworks on Fleet Street, the artificial oascade 
at Vauxhall, the theater at Covent Garden, the maniacs 
at Bedlam. But the main thing was not so much to see 
as to be seen. Elegant gentlemen, perfumed ladies and 
powdered fops paraded themselves before the people in 
every public place, from the Mall to Ranelagh Gardens, 
sipping tea, chatting and strolling round and round, 
as one observer said, 'like asses in an olive mill.'l 
In this elegant and elaborate milieu, eighteenth-century London 
had its dark and shady elements. There were conditions, along with 
those already mentioned, which may have hindered the progress of 
society. The position of women was actually low. "They were often 
illiterate. They had no legal rights whatever."** It was difficult for 
a man to secure a divorce, and women could not secure one under any 
circumstances except by an act of Parliament. This produced strained 
domestic relations. Married women oould own no property; their posses¬ 
sions were taken tinder control by their husbands, leaving the wives 
dependent upon their bounty.® 
rl Reporter, "Eighteenth Century England," the ninth in a series 
on The History of Western Culture, Life, September 13, 1948, p. 100. 
**Boas and Hahn, op. cit., p. 157. 
®Ibid. 
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Although money became plentiful in some groups, poor economic 
conditions among the lower classes brought about "crime waves." Many 
streets were dangerous for travel; pickpockets were everywhere and bru¬ 
tal crime was common. As robbery was punishable by death, it was felt 
that a man "might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb."'*’ Hangings 
were regular spectacles in London, and looked upon with oallous enjoy¬ 
ment.^ 
The condition of prisoners was pitiful. Prisoners were treated 
cruelly, no matter how small or great their crime. But worse than the 
treatment of prisoners was that of the inmates at Bethlehem Hospital- 
better known as Bedlam~for the "care" of the insane. 
Here the insane were chained, whipped and generally 
abused. Bedlam was regarded by visitors as one of 
the chief sights of London, and one went to laugh 
at the lunatics, as one went to stare at the lions 
in the Tower.3 
This, then, is a partial picture of life and manners in the City. 
With London shining so elegantly as a metropolis and yet having such an 
abundance of squalor and brutality, much that probably needs to be said 
may be revealed as the study progresses. 
It seems to be the consensus among the sources consulted by the 
author that life in the country was dull. Communication and travel, 
though improved during the latter half of the century, still remained 
J-Ibid., p. 162. 
2Ibid. 
5Ibid., p. 163. 
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difficult and dangerous. Roads were poor; they were infested with 
highwaymen who would just as soon kill as rob. 
Boas and Hahn wrote that country gentlemen, in some few cases, 
were progressive, but generally "retained the conservatism, obstinacy, 
vulgarity, and illiteracy of their fathers."1 Hunting was their chief 
occupation. 
Aside from the supervision of their households, life in the 
country was even duller for women. They did not hunt with their hus¬ 
bands , and because of poor traveling conditions, did little visiting. 
An occasional trip to London was a rare treat. Thus the women in the 
country generally felt that "life was somewhat stupid."2 
The social climate of the eighteenth century is the main "back¬ 
drop" against which much of the literature of this period was written. 
Studies have shown that this was an age of "appearances" characterized 
and "tempoed" by elegance in dress, furniture, and distinguished aris¬ 
tocratic manners brought into everyday life. 
However, under this overoast of elegance, there was much of life 
which was ugly and brutal. There existed coarseness of manners in some 
circles, squalor, filth, and inhuman amusements. From accounts given, 
the impression is that both men and women had much idle time. Much of 
this was spent at the coffee house, the center of social "confab" for 
men. Women attempted to destroy their social isolation by organizing 
clubs of their own, many of which later included both sexes. 
XIbid., p. 164. 
2Ibid., p. 165. 
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This study has revealed that though there was, during the Augus¬ 
tan Age, some progress in social areas, there was need for much improve¬ 
ment. The injustices, brutalities, and grim suffering represented a 
challenge to the integrity and religious and moral spirit of eighteenth- 
century England. 
As attention is directed to literature in the eighteenth century, 
the writer is concerned with these basic questions: What was the general 
outlook on literature? What were the basic characteristics of the litera¬ 
ture written at this time? What were the predominant genres? Who were 
the outstanding authors contributing to these forms? and, What were the 
themes treated by these authors? 
It was long customary to style the first quarter of the age 
under review the Augustan era of English literature, by 
reason of a resemblance in point of intellectual aotivity 
which was supposed to exist between it and the lettered 
ease of society in the capital of the Roman empire under 
the beneficent sway of the Emperor Augustus.1 
This was a time when those who devoted themselves to the literary pro¬ 
fession 
... constantly received signal marks of the royal favour 
and protection, that the civil power stooped to flatter 
that order of men by their familiarity and by a system 
of rewards, that they were in a position to command the 
universal admiration and respeot of their fellowmen, and 
that both they and their works engrossed a far greater 
amount of public attention than had hitherto been 
similarly bestowed upon them ... .2 
^Sydney, op. cit., II, 113. 
^Ibid. 
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In addition, this era in literature has been referred to as the 
Neo-classical period because of its attempt to adhere to classical tra¬ 
dition and standards of the ancients~obserration of the three unities 
of time, place, and action, -which were derived from Aristotle1 s Poetics» 
a sharp critical sense; a love of moderation; intelligence; a lofty pur¬ 
pose; and a search after the "golden mean” as expressed by Pope: 
Be not the first by whom the new are tried 
Nor ÿet the last to lay the old aside 
It is noted from various sources and studies that these standards the 
neo-classicists held to be foremost in their literary efforts, and with 
court patronage, universal admiration and respect, they found the 
leisure time to devote to their profession and the development of the 
art. 
This life for the author did not last very long, however. Short¬ 
ly after George I ascended the throne, Sir Robert Walpole, 
... a man who displayed as much regard for the welfare 
of authors and for the production of literature as his 
royal master, which was practically none at all, assumed 
the reins of government, and simultaneously the profes¬ 
sion of letters perceptibly declined and entered upon a 
long course of depression and neglect.^ 
Authors no longer could look forward to nor depend upon government ad¬ 
vancement; they turned to individual patronage but with very little 
success. Politicians had secured for themselves State appointments and 
positions heretofore given to authors. As a result, most of the pro- 
%eorge B. Woods, Homer A. Watt, and George K. Anderson, The 
Literature of England (Atlanta, 1941), I, 699. 
o 
Sydney, op» cit», II, 115• 
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fessional writers were reduced, to a low economic state characterized 
"by five ills» which, as numerated by Dr. Johnson, who experienced 
nearly all of them, were 'toil, envy, want, the garret, and the jail. 
They were forced to find lodging at Grub Street or Drury Lane, "the 
classic grounds of destitute authors, who there eked out an existence 
so miserable that the very names of these localities passed into syno¬ 
nyms for misery and hunger."1 2 * * 5 
Thus, it is noted, the efforts of many authors were turned to 
the art of surviving. Partly as a means of supporting themselves, many 
turned to editing, pamphleteering, contributing to current magazines, 
and to writing dedications ofttimes unduly flattering, to some intimate 
friend or member of the royalty or ministry, done sometimes in hopes of 
receiving a favor or reward.® Johnson, upon coming to London in 1737, 
"had a little money when he came to town, and he knew how he could live 
in the cheapest manner."^ Boswell stated that Johnson contributed to 
the Gentleman's Magazine "which was for many years his principal source 
for employment and support."® Sydney added that during these early 
years the misery, the poverty, the distress, the pain of heart, "the 
severe reverses of fortune he endured were the common lot of all the 
knights of the pen, good, bad, and indifferent, at this time."6 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid., p. 116. 
SIbW., p. 123. 
^Boswell, op. cit., I, 119. 
5Ibid., pp. 130-31. 
^Sydney, op. oit., II, 116. 
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Despite hardships* however, literary men applied themselves to 
their art and strove to produce work which gained prominenoe and which 
• • • contributed to the emancipation of literature from 
state patronage, from the artificial enoouragement of a 
vast system of bounties and premiums, whereby alone the 
deficiency of the natural demand for literature supplied, 
but also to the elevation, not merely of the literary 
craft itself, but of everyone who was connected with it.* 
Boas and Hahn expressed the opinion that the English reading 
public had increased greatly in the early eighteenth century, and that 
it was now possible for an author to support himself by writing pamphlets, 
essays and books. An author no longer depended upon the dedication to 
nobility for the success of his book; in the end, the success of a book 
2 
rested upon its wide circulation among cultivated people. 
Thus it appears that the writers of this period set out to pro¬ 
duce the type of literature—in form and subject matter—which satisfied 
the yearnings of the reading public and which represented the charac¬ 
teristics of the age—social, religious, and political. 
Another important aspect of the age to be remembered is the rise 
of the middle class; their tastes had become more sane and cultivated; 
Puritans had begun to reassert themselves; a religious revival was at 
hand, even in the Church of England, causing religious people to look 
upon religion not as "merely a matter of the organization of churohes 
^Ibid., p. 129. 
^Boas and Hahn, op. cit., p. 168 
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and the foundation of creeds, but a living reality glowing in men's 
hearts."* 
Turning, then, to the literature of the period, it is evident 
that writers were fully aware of life about them and that their public 
... wanted to read something which direotly reflected 
their own interests. They did not want mere amusement, 
or mere thrills. They did not want to be shocked or car¬ 
ried away to imaginary lands where life was bathed in a 
rose-colored haze. They distrusted profoundly 'enthusiasm,' 
eccentricity, impassioned emotion, fervor, oddity—in 
short, all those qualities which are the result of intense 
individuality, reacting from the standard of thought and 
action developed by a stable and well-knit community. They 
admired common sense, correctness, polish, restraint, ad¬ 
herence to established forms and customs. They believed 
in moderation, in a well-bred avoidance of extremes. To 
them the most interesting subject for thought and reflec¬ 
tion was mankind in its social relationships. 'Nature,' 
to them, was human nature; that was 'natural' which was 
regarded by most educated men as the proper thing to do. 
They lited a pretty, well-arranged garden or a smooth 
and attractive field or park as much as we do now; but 
no gentleman of the early eighteenth-century would have 
understood our modern enthusiasm for wild scenery or for 
life out of doors.2 
Writers turned to the ancients, for in them were found ”their 
favorite ideas admirably expressed.”3 The literature of Greece and 
Rome, "which held a position of authority in European civilization for 
three hundred years," contained examples of all types—epics, as found 
in Homer's Iliad and Odyssey and Vergil's Aeneid; satires as noted in 
those of Martial and Juvenal, "which scornfully revealed the follies of 
fashionable Roman society—follies startlingly similar to those of 
J-Ibid., p. 167. 
2Ibid., p. 169. 
3Ibid. 
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fashionable English sooiety of their own time";^ famous critical works of 
the Greek philosopher Aristotle; Epistles of Horace; pictures of country 
life in Theocritus* Idylls and Vergil's pastoral poetry; histories of the 
Greek Thucydides and the Roman Tacitus; orations of the Greek Demosthenes 
2 
and the Roman Cicero; the odes of the Greek Pindar and the Roman Horace. 
Within this immense, stately, and noble literary richness was found the 
eighteenth-century writer's “God's plenty," rich in ideas and forms. The 
extent to which English writers of this period used this literary wealth 
will be noted as the study progresses, considering the outstanding authors 
of the period, prominent works and genres, ideas, and overall tone. 
Daniel Defoe (1659-1731), the first writer of consideration, has 
been referred to as the "greatest of plebian geniuses."** 
He ms a business man, a journalist, a pamphleteer, a 
public official, a political agent, a writer of verse 
and a novelist. Like the modern journalist, he made 
'copy' of eveiy political crisis, of every social 
question, and of every striking bit of news.1 2 * 4 5 6 
The worth of Defoe's verses rests upon their being characteristic 
in subject matter.® His poems are satiric in nature, one of which, di¬ 
rected to the Dissenters, caused him to be brought to the pillory and to 
prison. As a writer of prose narratives, he is best known for his 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid«, pp. 169-70. 
®Woods, Watt, and Anderson, op. cit., p. 709. 




Robinson Crusoe, believed to be a chronicle of actual experiences, and 
a forerunner of the English novel. This book and others satisfied a 
natural desire on the part of the ordinary man for story-telling, "and 
made Defoe's name far better known than if he had written in a polished 
literary style for an audience of taste and culture. 
Another literary form to which Defoe made outstanding contribu¬ 
tion was the periodical. This form was produced in vast quantities during 
the eighteenth century. Sydney commented: 
The multiplication of serials owed its origin to that 
remarkable species of literature which sprang into im¬ 
portance during the first half of the eighteenth century, 
periodical literature, for the creation of which the 
eighteenth century must in great part be thanked.2 
It is due to the efforts of an enterprising Clarkenwell printer named 
Edward Cave that the famous monthly miscellaBy, Gentleman's Magazine, 
to which Johnson contributed for several years, commenced in 1731. This 
project was begun with the idea of supplying the middle classes with 
« 
miscellaneous information. Other periodicals which followed Gentleman's 
Magazine were the London Magazine, 1732-1781, Universal, Town and Country, 
European, and Scots. The first literary review. The Monthly Review, was 
instituted in 1749, followed later by The Critical Review.* 
Defoe’s Review was begun while he was in prison for writing an 
elaborate satire on the Dissenters. Running for ten years, at first 
1Ibid. 
o 




twice a week, and then three times a week, it commented upon the political 
news of the day.'* 
The team of Joseph Addison (1672-1719) and Richard Steele (1672- 
1729) further satisfied a ora-vlng for literature about common interests. 
In their joint efforts in The Tatler and The Spectator, they gave the 
reading public a series of essays—“good-natured, amusing, and urbane 
satires on English life and customs,” which served greatly in the found¬ 
ing or development of Gentleman’s Magazine.** Appearing three times a 
week. The Tatler (1709-1711) and The Spectator (1711-1712), appearing 
daily, afforded the people the opportunity of reading "a gently satiri¬ 
cal essay, a pleasantly discursive criticism, a whimsical character 
sketch, a short tale, or a pleasantly sentimental reminiscence.” Boas 
and Hahn stated further that the publications of Addison and Steele did 
much to hasten the progress of the reform of society. 
Always courageous and always good humored, they had 
twice the effect of savage satire. They pointed out 
evils, but they did not rouse resentment. They showed 
men how to be gentlemen and yet be men of dignity, 
courtesy, and patience. Moreover, their clever 
characterizations and the plot—ever so loosely woven 
as it was~aided in the later development of the novel 
as a literary type.4 
Sydney intimated that it would be difficult to determine the 
exact worth or good of all these periodicals, but one point is obvious— 
•*Boas and Hahn, op. cit., p. 174. 
%oods, op. oit., p. 710. 
®Boas and Hahn, op. cit., p. 171. 
4Ibid., p. 172. 
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Mthey "wrested, by degrees the patronage of literary men from the hands 
of the ’great,’ and placed it in the hands of the middle classes."^- 
Woods, Watt, and Anderson expressed belief that although started 
earlier, 
... the neo-classical period deserves full credit for 
expanding and bringing to a high point of perfection not 
only the essay itself, but the gathering together of 
literary material for regular publication to make a 
periodical.2 
A bitter satirist of the period, considered the greatest satirist 
that the English people have yet produced, and who is said "to have 
■written with his pen dipped in acid,"® was Jonathan Swift (1667-1745). 
Swift hit hard against the shams, follies, injustices and cruelties of 
the institutions of his society. Prominent among his satires are "A 
Tale of a Tub" (1704), an attack on the weaknesses of institutionalized 
religion, and Gulliver’s Travels (1726), a political satire, given in 
the form of an account of four voyages taken by Captain Lemuel Gulliver 
to imaginary lands. Now regarded mainly as a children’s book, upon 
close examination, Gulliver's Travels will be revealed as an instrument 
through which Swift expressed his hatred for mankind in the aggregate. 
As he saw it, man had ruined every institution which he 
had touched; however admirable that institution had been 
in the beginning, man had degraded it to his own level; 
all history went to show that man was ’the most pernicious 
race of little odious vermin that Nature ever suffered to 
crawl upon the surface of the earth. ' Hence the charge 
^Sydney, op. cit., II, 136. 
^Woods, Watt, and Anderson, op. cit., p. 710. 
3Ibid. 
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that Swift was irreligious and unconstruotive. And yet 
he always showed a liking for sincerity; he expressed & 
willingness to love the individual if not the masses; 
he declared his admiration for a man who could 'make 
two blades of grass grow where but one had grown before.»! 
Swift's prose style, admirable for its purpose, the unflinching 
realism, the hard-headed quality which is given emotional force through 
what has been called Swift's "savage indignation”—all this is typical 
of the age.^ 
Alexander Pope, despite a physical handicap and religious per¬ 
secution to which he and his family, along with other Catholics, were 
subjected, rose to literary fame. He, too, was satiric in nature, but 
where Swift was cosmic in his attacks upon man, Pope was more personal, 
thus causing him to be thought of as "the most thorough interpreter of 
the age, at onoe its high-priest and its magistrate.” Pope hit hard 
against the weaknesses and follies of society in "The Rape of the Lock"; 
his "Dunciad" is a satire, in some respects a personal one, on all 
literary men of this time with whom he disagreed and by whom his works 
had been attacked—"a lasting record of the shallowness which lay beneath 
the literary life of the time, just as brutality lay beneath its social 
elegance."^ Expression of Pope's religious and ethical ideals, typical 
of his age, is found in the "Essay on Man" and his "Moral Essays." The 
"Essay on Critioism" is considered "the most polished and quotable expo- 
^Tbid., p. 711. 
2Ibid. 
5Ibid., p. 712. 
^Boas and Hahn, op. cit., p. 171. 
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Thus the latter part of the eighteenth century became known as the Age 
of Johnson. ^ 
The consensus of literary authorities is that Johnson was the 
"literary Czar"2 of his generation. Most of all, Johnson struggled to 
maintain the intellectual and critical conventions of the neo-classical 
tradition and was acclaimed as "the expositor of neo-classic ideals."® 
Edmund Gosse asserted that Johnson 
• . • talked superb literature freely for thirty years, and 
all England listened; he grew to be the center of literary 
opinion, and he was so majestic in intellect, so honest 
in purpose, so kind and pure in heart, so full of humor and 
reasonable sweetness, and yet so trenchant, and at need so 
prim, that he never sank to be the figurehead of a clique, 
nor ever lost the balance of sympathy with readers of every 
rank and age. His influence was so wide, and withal so 
wholesome, that literary life in England has never been 
since his day what it was before it. He has made the more 
sordid parts of its weakness shameful, and he has raised 
a standard of personal conduct that every one admits.* 
Representative of Johnson's poetic efforts were "London," a satiric 
poem, and his moral satire on the vanities of life, "Vanity of Human 
Wishes." His most outstanding prose works are Lives of the English 
Poets (1779-1781), a combination of biography and literary criticism; 
Rasselas (1758), a philosophical and allegorical romanoe; his Dic¬ 
tionary (1755), which is considered in many respects to be his most 
significant work, "and it marks also the passing of the old system 
^Ibid. 
2Ibid. 
^Houston, op. cit., p. 193. 
*Edmund Gosse, A History of Eighteenth-Century Literature 
(1660-1780) ^ew York, 1929j, pp. 282-83. 
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sition of the literary creed of English men of letters,”1 showing his 
respect for classical authority. Like Dryden in the previous age, Pope 
became the arbiter of literary criticism in his time and claimed for 
himself the mantle of literary dictatorship, an honor won by Dryden 
2 
during the preceding generation. 
The bulk of the poetry and prose of this period shared the tra¬ 
ditional literary trend of expository and descriptive satire and didac¬ 
tic criticism upon subjects and institutions of human interest—a 
literary privilege made possible by the "Augustan compromise" which 
offered freedom to "writers to express these interests without raising 
the cry of rebellion."'* However, "the large body of prose writings," 
excluding the novel, is looked upon as some of the "most characteristic 
literature of the period."^ Aside from the essayists, there were also 
pamphleteers, diarists, and, particularly, letterwriters. With the 
improvements in communication, this had become a great age for corre¬ 
spondence, and many of the collections of letters became famous. Nota¬ 
ble among these are the letters of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, of Lord 
Chesterfield, of Thomas Gray, and of Horace Walpole.® 
With the death of Pope in 1744 and of Swift in 1745, it was left 
for Samuel Johnson to become the standard-bearer of neo-classicism. 
^■Ibid., p. 170. 
^Woods, Watt, and Anderson, op, oit., p. 712. 
®Louis I. Bredvold, Alan D. McKillop, and Lois Whitney (eds.), 
Eighteenth Century Prose and Poetry (New York, 1939), pp. xxii-xxiii. 
^Woods, Watt, and Anderson, op. cit., p. 713. 
5Ibid. 
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under which all literary men depended upon a noble patron for the success 
of their undertakings";* and, his periodicals, The Rambler (1750-1752) 
and The Idler (1758-1760), with which the remaining chapters of this 
study will be concerned. Therefore, further comments concerning Johnson, 
his ideas on various aspects of life during his age, and his literary 
worth will be reserved until later» 
Two of the leading dramatists of the period were Oliver Goldsmith 
and Richard Brinsley Sheridan. Goldsmith's fame rests on two plays, The 
Good Matured Man (1768) and She Stoops to Conquer (1773), both well re- 
2 
ceived, and the second a famous drama even today. These realistic, 
though sentimental and sometimes satirical comedies, made the audience 
laugh rather than weep.® 
Sheridan's reputation now rests upon The Rivals (1775), 
a witty farce with some immortal contributions to the 
gallery of stage characters in English drama. . .; The 
School for Scandal (1777), the contrasting study of 
two brothers, one a man of principles and the other a 
hypocrite; and The Critic (1779), a most amusing bur¬ 
lesque of the eighteenth-century stage.* 
In his plays there is evidence of deliberate satire and a tendency toward 
sentimentality and moralizing»® In Goldsmith and Sheridan are the 
*Woods, Watt, and Anderson, op. cit., p. 713. "It was Johnson's 
break with his patron Chesterfield that set the tide against patronage, 
and made the life of even the humbler writers of the time more inde¬ 
pendent." Ibid. 
2Ibid., p. 715. 
3Ibid. 
*Ibid., pp. 715-16. 
5Ibid., p. 716. 
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... highest points attained by -writers of English plays 
between Congreve (1670-1729) and the 1890’s; it is equally 
true that they were not to be equaled either in solid 
entertaining value or in power and skill of presentation 
until a full century had elapsed.! 
Aside from advancement in forms already mentioned, particularly 
in prose, with the trend toward journalistic and periodical writings, 
the latter part of the eighteenth century heralded the beginning of the 
English novel. Samuel Richardson’s efforts in writing a series of 
letters, which was at first intended to be a pattern of perfect social 
correspondence for young ladies, resulted in the novel Pamela, or Virtue 
Rewarded (1740), considered to be the first modern English novel.1 2 3 
Though the plot is simple, it gave Richardson a great opportunity for 
character-analysis. Other novels by Richardson are Clarissa Harlowe, 
a tragedy of seduction, with characters drawn from a higher rank in life 
than those in Pamela; and Sir Charles Grandison, which attempted to "por¬ 
tray the superlative attractions of a spotlessly pure man—something that 
3 
is almost impossible to make convincing to modern society." Concerning 
his contribution to the genre, there is this to say: 
Richardson achieved a peculiar distinction—he gave definite 
body and spirit to the novel of character; and in spite of 
the over-leisurely tempo of his novels, their effeminacy, 
and their occasional concessions to the conventions of the 
sentimental and bourgeois taste, Richardson has suooeeded 
in creating human beings and has allowed them to live 
plausibly in a well-delineated eighteenth-century environ- 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid., p. 719. 
3Ibid. 
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ment. The attention given in his works to the domestic 
and social manners of his time brings Richardson, it 
may be added, into harmony with the critical and satiri¬ 
cal overtones of the age.x 
A second of the novelists of this time was Henry Fielding who, 
in writing The History and Adventures of Joseph Andrews, parodied 
Richardson’s Pamela, calling it a "shallow, over-conventional display 
of commonplace morals."^ In this novel, however, he portrayed "a 
serious panorama of eighteenth-century country life."3 Acclaimed as his 
best and most famous novel is Tom Jones, considered to be a supreme ex¬ 
ample of the picaresque novel.* It is a novel showing the "vigorous, 
full-blooded, brutal life of the times."3 Jonathan Wild, a third novel, 
is "the story of a noted criminal in whom Defoe had also interested him¬ 
self," showing the thin line between a "Caesar or an Alexander and an 
enemy of society."6 Amelia, his fourth and most serious novel, tells 
of the consequences of folly and vice. 
On the basis of the four novels mentioned, 
... the position of Fielding is plain; he is the founder 
of the modern novel of incident, a realist and a humorist, 
a strong creator of character, at times satirical in 
approach, and again sympathetic. Indeed he is the first 
to bring character and plot into something resembling 
xIbid. 
2Ibid. 
5Ibid., p. 720. 
*Ibid. 
3Boas and Hahn, op. cit., p. 189. 
®Woods, Watt, and Anderson, op. cit., p. 720. 
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equipoise. Tlïhen oompared to Richardson, Fielding has 
clearly broadened the scope of the novel; he is, 
therefore, perhaps the greatest single force in the 
development of the eighteenth-oentury novel 
Tobias Smollett, in Roderick Random (1748), wrote what may be 
called the first English novel of the sea and of the British Sailor. 
There is a tendency toward the "Gothic" element in The Adventures of 
Ferdinand, Court Fathom (1753) and The Expedition of Humphrey Cl inter 
(1771), which returns to the letter form. Boas and Hahn maintained 
that Smollett "aimed to give a literal reproduction of mean and squalid 
situations."^ For so doing he is considered the "forerunner of the 
modern realistic writer." They alleged that "his pictures of brutal sea- 
life of the time and of the hangers-on of London society leave nothing 
to the imagination."1 2 * 4 For the coarseness, brutality and squalor which 
he portrayed, no disgust was felt on the part of the public for which he 
wrote.5 
The last of this group is Laurence Sterne, regarded as the 
founder of the sentimental novel. His Tristram Shandy, appearing in 
nine volumes between 1759 and 1767, is a miscellany of narrative and re¬ 
flections. "Its characters are similar to the ’humorous* characters in 
a Ben Jonson play; their peculiarities are amusing, human, and extremely 
1Ibid. 
2 





varied.He added to the form the parade of feeling and personal re¬ 
flection and an easy-going, informal style which is regarded as a "har¬ 
binger of the romantic novels of the next half century."2 
The literature of the eighteenth century generally reflects the 
overall milieu of the age. Literary men of the period have struggled, 
despite hardships, to inculcate in their writings of various genres 
the spirit of the age, its interests, experiences, and its feelings, 
with an overtone of guiding moral principles. The writer is rightfully 
called the "spokesman" for his age, for he directed his literary endea¬ 
vors to his age with a realistic outlook and a general desire for a 
better life* 
Considerations of eighteenth-century society in the light of 
the main currents of its activity—politics, religion, and literature- 
have been presented as a background necessary to this study* 
The eighteenth century has been referred to as the "Age of 
Reason." Influenced by the philosophy of Locke, men of this era strove 
to temper their actions with good sense, toleration, and moderation. 
In -this, by the latter part of the period, progress had been made in 
all aspects of life. 
This progress was slow, however, for the people of the eighteenth 
oentury were reluctant to reform. Innovations and changes were few. An 
1-Woods, Watt, and Anderson, op. cit., p. 721. 
2Ibid. 
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air of lethargy and complacency seemed to have enveloped the era. 
nevertheless, the reforms and changes which were made did represent 
achievement for these "slow-to-changett Augustans. One may say also in 
the words of the Life reporter, 
Thanks in great part to its principal interpreter, the 
rational philosopher John Locke, it ^the eighteenth 
centur^ spread the doctrines of individual liberty 
and religious tolerance and produced a spirit of 
militant common sense.1 
Having completed this skstch of the historical background of the 
eighteenth century through an intensive examination of many authoritative 
sources, the author will direct attention to this period of English life 
as it was interpreted by one of its leading philosophic spokesmen and 
critics, Samuel Johnson. 
It has been affirmed that Samuel Johnson was acquainted with 
many facets of eighteenth-century life, and hardly any escaped his atten¬ 
tion, either in his conversation or in his writing. A general examina¬ 
tion of the literature revealed that writers of the period were con¬ 
cerned with mankind in its social relationships. This interest afforded 
them a wealth of subject matter in which their reading public was able 
to see life mirrored in literary works. This study will proceed in an 
effort to ascertain the extent to which Johnson’s essays in two of his 
periodicals, The Rambler and The Idler, reflect English life as he saw 
it and interpreted it. 
^A Reporter, Life, op. cit., p. 96 
CHAPTER II 
JOHNSON THE SOCIAL OBSERVER 
This chapter proposes to examine The Rambler and The Idler to 
determine to what extent they reflect customs and manners of the 
eighteenth century and to explain and interpret Johnson’s reactions 
toward the social life of his period. 
Critics are not in agreement as to the extent of Johnson’s 
knowledge of the manners and social customs of his time. Nevertheless, 
it is evident that he had many opportunities to observe the customs and 
habits of his society. According to Boswell, ’’Johnson was so far for¬ 
tunate, that the respectable character of his parts and his own merit, 
had from his earliest years, secured him a kind reception in the best 
families of Lichfield.”* 
Boswell also declared that Johnson’s friends 
... range in social rank from the Earl of Orrery to 
Mrs. Gardiner, wife of a tallow chandler on Snow-Hill, 
not in the learned way, but a worthy good woman, and 
include physicians, city merchants, authoresses, 
printers and booksellers .2 
^Boswell, op. cit., I, 80. 
2lbid., p. 82. 
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Concerning the stand of some critics who had expressed the view that 
Johnson's knowledge of social manners was limited, Boswell in defense 
of Johnson stated: 
Nothing can be more erroneous than the notion which some 
persons have entertained, that Johnson was then (1752) a 
retired author, ignorant of the world} and of consequence, 
that he wrote only from his imagination when he described 
characters and manners.! 
Continuing, Boswell quoted Johnson as having said of himself: "Why, Sir, 
I am a man of the world, I live in the world, and I take, in some degree, 
the colour of the world as it moves along."2 A number of admirers have 
voiced Boswell's conviction concerning Johnson’s knowledge of society. 
Roscoe made this comment: 
For a teacher of the conduct of life, Johnson had every 
requisite qualification. A scholar of immense, if desultory, 
scope of reading in ancient and modern authors, with a very 
retentive memory, he was full of experience gained from many 
books in several languages and of all times, and he valued 
reading for this reason: 'TOiat should books teach,' he said, 
'but the art of living?' To this essential qualification of 
literary experience, Johnson added experience obtained from 
close personal association with eminent men like Burke, Fox, 
Reynolds, Goldsmith and Stowell. He was familiar with nearly 
every class, both social and political, and he cultivated 
friendship with women not less than with men; he was a man 
of the world, in the best sense of the words. If we enumerate 
the great English figures of the eighteenth century, can we 
find another in whom were united in so special and unusual 
degree the experiences which qualified him to be a teacher 
of the conduct of life?® 
^Ibid., pp. 215-16. 
2Ibid., p. 427. 
®Edward Stanley Roscoe, Aspects of Doctor Johnson (Cambridge, 
193), pp. 2—4. 
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It is evident that Johnson was familiar with people of various classes 
and their manners and customs. 
Evidence also pointed to the fact that he was more extensively- 
acquainted with city-life than with that of the country and that he pre¬ 
ferred the former. 
One good reason for this preference being that in London not 
only society, but solitude was obtainable. In the country 
the visitor was at the mercy of every caller . . • • The 
cultured Londoner had a horrour of the good neighborhood 
that must be practiced in the country~the receiving and 
returning of visits, the prolonged meals and drinking 
bouts, the conversation of sportsmen.! 
Krutch, too, attested to this preferences 
He loved the city, he identified himself with it, and he 
learned to know it not only from one end to the other but 
also from the bottom up. It was for him at once the per¬ 
fect setting and the perfect subject. It was his spirit¬ 
ual home because there only he felt himself 'at home' 
and if he never after spoke without scornful irony of 
those who talked about the charms of a simple life in 
pastoral solitude it was in part because such talk 
seemed to him to imply some failure to appreciate properly 
the wonder of the metropolis.^ 
Also, according to Krutch, there is no record of a visit to Lichfield, 
his birthplace, from 1737, the date of his permanent settlement in 
London, to 1759,® the date of his mother's death. Neither is there a 
record of his having spoken of the great cathedral there with the 
slightest interest. "But Fleet Street stirred him to eloquence and at 
10. F. Christie, Johnson the Essayist (London, 1924), pp. 99- 
100. 
^Joseph Wood Krutch, Samuel Johnson (New York, 1944), p. 36. 
®Boswell, op. cit., I, 392. 
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Charing Cross he contemplated with a kind of awe ’the full tide of human 
existence.’ 
« 
Despite the fact that city life in London was Johnson's preference, 
p 
"he held in lordly contempt the habits and standards of the City,"3 4 5' Mary 
of his essays in The Rambler and The Idler show this contempt. 
During the eighteenth century, merchants and tradesmen were the 
victims of much criticism and attack. Addison had criticized them in 
The Spectator; then Johnson indicated that the general opinion of trades¬ 
men was low. "Commerce," he stated, "however necessary, however lucra¬ 
tive, as it depraves the manners, corrupts the language ... ."3 In 
conversation with Boswell, he asserted: 
Why, Sir, we may suppose any fictitious character. We 
may suppose a philosophical day-labourer, who is happy 
in reflecting that, by his labour, he contributes to 
the fertility of the earth, and to the support of his 
fellow creatures; but we find no such philosophical 
day-labourer. A merchant may, perhaps, be a man of 
enlarged mind; but there is nothing in trade connected 
with an enlarged mind.4 
Christie noted that "Both the man of birth and the man of letters 
despised the citizen."® He added: "Denizens of Grub Street, and other 
1Ibid. 
2 
Christie, op. cit., p. 186. 
3 
Samuel Johnson, "Preface to the English Dictionary," The Works 
of Samuel Johnson (Oxford, 1825), V. 46. Subsequent references to 
Johnson’s Works will make use of this collection. 
^Boswell, op. cit., Y, 373-74. 
5Christie, op. cit., p. 187 
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authors, wore very severe on the trading classes.”^ Drawing upon one 
of the Spectator Papers, he commented that 
• • • the general view was expressed by Sir Roger in his 
discourse on Punica fides: ’Carthaginians were the great¬ 
est traders in the world; and as gain is the chief end of 
such people, they never pursue any other; the means to it 
are never regarded* They will, if it comes easily, get 
money honestly; but if not, they will not scruple to ob¬ 
tain it by fraud, or cozenage* and indeed, what is the 
whole business of the trader’s account, but to overreach 
him who trusts to his memory? But were that not so, 
what can there great and noble be expected from him whose 
attention is for ever fixed upon balancing his books and 
watching over his expenses? And at best, let frugality and 
parsimony be the virtues of a merchant, how much is his 
punctual dealing below a gentleman’s charity to the poor, 
or hospitality among his neighbours.’2 
Johnson was of the opinion that much of the life and activity 
of tradesmen had declined to "mere display and pretentious pomp of 
office.’’® This idea is set forth in several of the essays in The 
Rambler and in The Idler. Misocapelus, son of a country gentleman and 
a wealthy citizen of London, spoke of his mother who was 
... always recounting the glories of the city; enumerating 
the succession of mayors; celebrating the magnificence of 
the banquets of Guildhall; and relating the civilities paid 
her at the companies' feasts by men of whom some are now 
made aldermen, some have fined for sheriffs, and none are 
worth less than forty thousand pounds. She frequently 
displayed her father’s greatness; told of the large bills 
which he had paid at sight; of the sums for which his word 
would pass upon the Exchange; the heaps of gold which he 
used on Saturday night to toss about with a shovel; the 
1Ibid. 
^Ibid., pp. 187-88. Christie’s quote is from Spectator, No. 
3Ibid., p. 188. 
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extent of his warehouse, and the strength of his doors; and 
when she relaxed her imagination with lower subjects, de¬ 
scribed the furniture of their country house, or repeated 
the wit of the clerks and porters 
Having heard of these splendors and the dignity of London and 
of trade, Misocapelus was fired with the ambition of enjoying this ele¬ 
gance of living and position. Upon reaching the age of twenty-two, 
considered by his grandfather to be the age when a young man begins 
making a decent sum of money, he was transplanted to town and bound to 
a haberdasher. His description of his master verified the general 
opinion of tradesmen, already mentioned* 
My master, who had no conception of any virtue, merit, or 
dignity, but that of being rich, had all the good qualities 
which naturally arise from a close and unwearied attention 
to the main chance; his desire to gain wealth was so well 
tempered by the vanity of showing it, that, without any 
other principle of action, he lived in the esteems of the 
whole commercial world; and was always treated with respect 
by the only men whose good opinion he valued or solicited, 
those who were universally allowed to be richer than him¬ 
self.2 
Misocapelus reported that, following the instructions of his master, in 
a few weeks he had learned 
* « • to handle a yard with great dexterity, to wind tape 
neatly upon the ends of my fingers, and to make up parcels 
with exact frugality of paper and packthread; and soon 
caught from my fellow-apprentices the true grace of a 
counter-bow, the careless air with which a small pair of 
scales is to be held between the fingers; and the vigour 
and aprightliness with which the box, after the riband 
has been cut, is returned into its place.3 




As he had no desire for any higher employment, Misocapelus de¬ 
voted his time and powers to his trade. Soon he became an expert in 
small wares, a contriver of new variations of figures and new mixtures 
of colors, and a consultant to weavers concerning new fashions for the 
coming spring. 
Misocapelus felt that now he had arrived at the point of merit 
or recognition. Upon visiting the country to pay respect to family and 
friends and to show off his airs and newly gained knowledge, he was dis¬ 
appointed at the cool reception given him. His talk could not hold an 
audience, and no one seemed interested in his dress; the ladies did not 
even inquire concerning his opinion of their dress. Vexed over this 
treatment, he sought the advice of his mother, who informed him that 
... he who has money need not care what any man says of 
him; that, if I minded my trade, the time will come when 
lawyers and soldiers would be glad to borrow out of my 
purse; and that it is fine, when a man can set his hands 
to his sides, and say he is worth forty thousand pounds 
every day of the year.l 
He did not hold his mother's advice in great respect, however, for he 
had heard, by some accident, the country ladies refer to her as a "cit.” 
He no longer had much reverence for her opinions, for he felt that it 
was her ignorance and prejudice which hurried him, "without ill inten¬ 
tions, into a state of meanness and ignominy, from which I could not 





Misocapelus returned, to his master less proud, bent in spirit, 
less cheerful, and with less alacrity. He admitted* 
I had now no longer any felicity in contemplating the 
exact disposition of my powdered curls, the equal plaits 
of my ruffles, or the glossy blackness of my shoes; nor 
heard, with my former elevation, those compliments which 
ladies sometimes condescended to pay me upon my readi¬ 
ness in twisting a paper, or counting out the change.1 
In fact, none of the manners or acts of the civility of his 
trade affected him any longer. His master, fearing that his behavior 
would cause the shop to suffer, retired him to the warehouse, where he 
served for six years. 
In a subsequent Rambler, Misocapelus told of his becoming a 
gentleman.^ This was made possible by the death of his brother, which 
left him sole heir to his father’s estate. To avoid being molested by 
old acquaintances and to avoid unweloomed familiarities, he felt that 
there was nothing to do, "but that I should, by splendour of dress, pro¬ 
claim my reunion with a higher rank.” While waiting a week at home for 
the tailor to complete his suit, he practiced 
... a forbidding frown, a smile of condescension, a 
slight salutation, and an abrupt departure; and in four 
mornings was able to turn upon my heel, with so much 
levity and sprightliness, that I made no doubt of 
discouraging all publick attempts upon my dignity.® 
Now he ventured out with his new coat, thinking that he would be free 
of old acquaintances. He was disappointed, however, for he continued 
J-Ibid. 
^Rambler, No. 123. 
3Ibid. 
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to bo greeted with the same familiarities and benevolence from those he 
wished to shun and was met with coolness from those whose rank he wished 
to join. Everywhere he turned, he was detected as a trader. He began 
to regret the expense to which he had gone and moralized; "a shining 
dress, like a weighty weapon, has no force in itself, but owes all its 
efficacy to him that wears it."-1- 
This life of pretense and ostentation continued for several 
years, while he shifted from one address to another. Finally, while 
participating with a new set of friends at the gaming-table, he was 
arrested along with others by the constable and found it necessary to 
call upon his old master to attest to his character. Later he was 
called home upon the death of his father, where he attempted to par¬ 
ticipate in sports but failed because of his fear of "thorns in the 
thickst, and of dirt in the marsh.” He tried to win favor among the 
neighboring ladies, but discovered that wherever he went they were 
intent with conversation upon "ribands, fillets, pins, or thread, which 
drove all my stock of compliments out of my memory, and overwhelmed me 
with shame and dejection."2 
Misooapelus finally promised to discontinue wasting his life in 
vain endeavors and resolved that 
... I shall confine my care to those higher excellencies 





affection "by elegance and ease, hope to secure esteem by 
honesty and truth.1 
Johnson in this essay depicted the pretentiousness of manners 
found among the tradesmen. He frowned upon their failure to recognize 
that trade was a decent and worthwhile vocation, and he condemned their 
desire and vain efforts to leave the shop and thereafter spend a life 
of idleness. 
The same theme is advanced in Deborah Ginger’s account of re- 
2 
cent happenings in her life. She related that for five years and a 
half, after the opening of their "large and splendid" shop, her husband 
attended the shop with diligence and civility; customers held them in 
respect and confidence. Business was good; they were busy behind the 
counter from morning to night. Deborah continued: 
Thus every day increased our wealth and our repu¬ 
tation. My husband was often invited to dinner openly 
on the Exchange by hundred thousand pounds men; and 
whenever I went to any of the halls, the wives of the 
aldermen made me low courtesies. We always took up 
our notes before the day, and made all considerable 
payments by draughts upon our banker. 
You will easily believe that I was well enough 
pleased with my condition; for what happiness can be 
greater than that of growing every day richer and 
richer? I will not deny, that, imagining myself 
likely to be in a short time the sheriff’s lady, 
I broke off ny acquaintance with some of my neighbors; 
and advised my husband to keep good company, and not 
to be seen with men that were worth nothing.^ 
11 Ibid. 
2Idler, No. 47. 
gIbid. 
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Later, however, unable to drink ale, which was the practice 
among middle-class people, her husband began having his drink at a 
tavern. There he became interested in the theater through acquaintance 
with a new set of fellows who, calling themselves critics, passed 
judgment on the merit of the different theatrical performers. This 
interest continued in excess. Because of neglect, business in the shop 
declined. Deborah stated: 
He has a friend, •whom he calls a critick, that comes twice 
a week to read what he is writing. This critick tells 
him that his piece is a little irregular, but that some 
detached scenes will shine prodigiously, and that in the 
character of Bombulus he is wonderfully great. My 
scribbler then squeezes his hand, calls him the best of 
friends, thanks him for his sincerity, and tells him that 
he hates to be flattered. I have reason to believe that 
he seldom parts with his dear friend without lending him 
two guineas, and am afraid that he gave bail for him 
three days ago.* 
Deborah’s continued observation revealed that not only had his 
business declined, but his honor as a wit had not advanced. His feeling 
of uneasiness and perhaps inferiority as a wit was expressed by Deborah 
who added that 
... he seems to be always the lowest of the company, and 
is afraid to tell his opinion till the rest have spoken. 
When he was behind the counter, he used to be brisk, active, 
and jocular, like a man that knew what he was doing, and did 
not fear to look another in the face; but among wits and 
criticks he is timorous and awkward, and hangs down his head 
at his own table.2 
This situation caused Deborah much concern, for she realized that with 




of course, would jeopardize her chances of living the life of the wife 
of a wealthy merchant. 
The tradesmen’s failure to "get away from it all" and to spend 
their time in idle pleasures is observed by Addison in his Essay on the 
Pleasures of the Imagination. Concerning them he stated that 
... there are, indeed, but very few who know how to be 
idle and innocent, or have a relish of any pleasures that are 
not criminal ; every diversion they take is at the expense of 
some one virtue or another, and their very first step out of 
business is into vice or folly.1 
Johnson’s accounts of city tradesmen who tried to escape their environ¬ 
ment and join higher ranks confirm Addison's stand. 
In addition to Misocapelus and Mr. Ginger, there were others 
who tried to escape. Ned Drugget,2 a highly successful dealer in rem¬ 
nants, had accumulated considerable wealth through his enterprising 
efforts, politeness of manner, neatness, exemplary conduct, and by 
furnishing his shop "splendidly" and "copiously" with everything 
... that time had injured, or fashion had degraded, with 
fragments of tissues, odd yards of brocade, vast bales of 
faded silk, and innumerable boxes of antiquated ribbons. 
His shop was soon celebrated through all quarters of the 
town, and frequented by every form of ostentatious poverty. 
Every maid, whose misfortune it was to be taller than her 
lady, matched her gown at Mr. Drugget'sj and many a maiden, 
who had passed a winter with her aunt in London, dazzled 
the rusticks, at her return, with cheap finery which 
Drugget had supplied. His shop ms often visited in a 
morning by ladies who left their coaches in the next street, 
and crept through the alley in linen gowns. Drugget knows 
•^Christie, op, cit., p. 197. Christie's quotation is from 
Spectator, No. 411. 
2ldler, No. 16. 
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the rank of his customers by their bashfulness; and, when 
he finds them unwilling to be seen, invites them up stairs, 
or retires with them to the baok window.^ 
With all of this success in business, Ned was observed by one of his 
friends to be unhappy. The cause of this unhappiness, the friend dis¬ 
covered, was Ned’s growing dislike of the confinement of the shop and 
the fatigue which ms brought on by business. He had long wished to 
retire to the country where "he could enjoy himself in the decline of 
life" and where he could "entertain himself sometimes with his own 
«•2 
thoughts."* For three years Ned talked of his desires. At last he 
hired a lodging in the country. During a visit with Ned, his friend 
was told of the happiness and pleasures which Ned had found in the 
country. This friend stated that after dinner, in the presence of his 
company, Mr. Drugget "repeated the praises of the country, recommended 
the pleasures of meditation, and told them that he had been all morn- 
3 
ing at the window, counting the carriages as they passed before him." 
TShat Ned did not realize was that, despite his newly found pleasures in 
the country, it was extremely difficult for him to get away from the 
habits that he had formed while he was a shopkeeper. A bit of humor was 
expressed when Ned reported that he had spent the morning "counting" 
carriages. 
Tim Wainscot’s son, taken early into his father’s business, 





enterprise and industry came to a halt after a visit from his school¬ 
fellows, then in the army, "I suppose beoause they were fit for nothing 
better,"^- related Tim. TVhile attending a tavern with the young man, 
these fellows "ridiculed the meanness of commerce, and wondered how a 
2 
youth of spirit could spend the prime of life behind a counter." 
Tim’s son returned from the tavern sullen and thoughtful. The 
father reported: 
I supposed him sorry for the hard fortune of his friends; 
and tried to comfort him, by saying that the war would soon 
be at an end, and that, if they had any honest occupation, 
half-pay would be a pretty help. He looked at me with 
indignation; and snatching up his candle, told me, as he 
went up stairs, that he hoped to see a battle yet.3 
Tim oould not conceive of his son's hoping to see a battle. However, 
unquestioned, the young man was allowed to "go quietly to sleep away 
his folly."4 
Tim’s son frequented the tavern with his friends, each time return¬ 
ing home less useful in the shop. Several mistakes were made in the ledg¬ 
er; "he often mistook the price of goods to his own loss, and once gave 
a promisory note instead of a receipt."® He was impolite to the custom¬ 
ers and gradually lost all of his commendable qualities and desires. 
Tim admitted that he did not know how corrupt his son had be¬ 
come until he learned from a tailor that the son had ordered a laced 






suit to be delivered to a young lady‘s house. Upon visiting his son’s 
’’clandestine lodging," the father found all the ornaments of a fine 
gentleman, "which I know not whether he has taken upon credit, or pur¬ 
chased with money subducted from the shop."^ Tim addedt 
This detection has made him desperate. He now openly de¬ 
clares his resolution to be a gentleman; says that his 
soul is too great for a counting-house; ridicules the con¬ 
versation of city taverns; talks of new plays and boxes 
and ladies; gives duchesses for his toasts; oarries silver, 
for readiness, in his waist-coat-pocket; and comes home in 
a chair, with such thunders at the door, as have more than 
once brought the watchmen from their stands. 
Little expenses will not hurt us; and I could forgive 
a few juvenile frolicks, if he would be careful of the 
main; but his favorite topick is contempt of money, which 
he says, is of no use but to be spent. Riches, without 
honour, he holds empty things; and once told me to ay face, 
that wealthy plodders were only purveyors to men of spirit.2 
He was inpatient in the company of his old friends and seldom talked ex¬ 
cept when warmed with wine. He then entertained with accounts of in¬ 
trigues among lords and ladies and quarrels among officers of the guard. 
Tim stated that the boy’s actions might be endured if he could 
support his pretensions. But whatever his thoughts were, he was far 
from his accomplishments; he had not gained the respect and dignity 
of the position he was seeking—not even his dress of finery had given 
him this honor. The father asked "Mr. Idler" to "tell him what must at 
last become of a fop, wham pride will not suffer to be a trader, and 





Johnson, then, scorned and detested the tradesman who -mas not 
happy in his endeavors as a tradesman and did not take pride in making 
the only contribution to society mhich was in keeping with his native 
ability. He was provoked with the tradesman who through pretense 
attempted to e scape from and rise above his associates and look down 
upon his work with contempt and shame. Christie observed that these 
people—"once in the city, always in the city," or at least, "of" the 
city— 
... who tried to escape ^and who shall blame them?7 from 
this stifling atmosphere of ledgers and counting-houses, 
and set up as authors or virtuoses or fine gentlemen, 
incurred the contempt both of those they wished to join 
and those they wished to leave.l 
It has been noted that the tradesman attempted to get away from 
the confinement of his shop and the daily routine connected with his 
work. One might ask "what was his family life like?" or "What were 
some of the problems he and his family faced in the home?" Several of 
the essays under consideration give evidence of Johnson’s close ob¬ 
servations of such matters. 
A letter, written and sent to The Idler by an unknown corre¬ 
spondent who identified himself as Mr. Treacle, contained complaints 
against his wife. Hé accused her of getting in his way. 
She walks all the morning sauntering about the shop 
with her arms through her pocket-holes or stands gaping 
at the door-sill, and looking at every person that 
passes by. She is continually asking me a thousand 
frivolous questions about every customer that comes in 
•'■Christie, op. cit., p. 201 
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and out; and all the while that I am entering anything 
in my day-hook, she is lolling over the oounter, and 
staring at it, as if I was only scribbling or drawing 
figures for her amusement. Sometimes, indeed, she 
will take a needle; but as she always works at the 
door, or in the middle of the shop, she has so many 
interruptions, that she is longer hemming a towel, 
or darning a stooking, than I am in breaking forty 
loaves of sugar, and making it up into pounds.^ 
According to Mr. Treacle, this continued day and night unless she was 
called away by some acquaintances. 
Treacle referred to their two-year old child as a "brat" and as 
one who was humored in everything. Descriptive terms used when he men¬ 
tioned the maid were Mlazy,M "sluttish," and "hardly honest."2 
Sundays, Treacle complained, were spent in complete idleness. 
His wife was usually too ill to go to church; therefore, she arose 
around noon, prepared for dinner, and then was ready for an outing- 
all of which activity tired her out completely. 
In the conclusion of his letter, Treacle expressed disappoint¬ 
ment in his mate and bemoaned his marital predicament. 
Thus, Sir, does she constantly drawl out her time, 
without either profit or satisfaction; and, while I see 
my neighbours' wives helping in the shop, and almost 
earning as much as their husbands, I have the mortifi¬ 
cation to find that mine is nothing but a dead weight 
upon me. In short, I do not know any greater misfor¬ 
tune can happen to a plain hard-working tradesman, as 
I am, then to be joined to such a woman, who is rather 
a clog than a help-mate to him.3 
3-Idler, No. 16. This essay, although not written by Johnson, 
was used as an introduction for Mrs. Treacle's letter of rebuttal, 




Mrs. Treacle* retaliated, of course, in a subsequent letter to 
The Idler. In rebuttal to the accusations made by her husband, Mrs. 
Treacle made clear the fact that were it not for her watching over her 
husband, he would not have a shop. She implored of "Mr. Idler": 
Sweet, Mr. Idler, if you did but know all, you would give 
no encouragement to such an unreasonable grumbler. I 
brought him three hundred pounds, which set him up in a 
shop, and bought-in a stock, on which, with the good 
management, we might live comfortably; but now I have 
given him a shop, I am forced to watch him and the shop 
too.2 
Going into detail in describing the situation, she pointed out 
that there was an alehouse over the way, with a ninepin alley, to which 
without her watchful eye he was sure to run. There he lost his money, 
for he played at ninepins "as he does at everything else."3 Mrs. 
Treacle added: 
While he is at this favourite sport, he sets a dirty 
boy to watch his door, and call him to his customers; 
but he is so long in coming, and so rude when he oames, 
that our custom falls off every day.1 2 3 4 
As she continued to refute her husband's claims, Mrs. Treacle 
informed "Mr. Idler" that it was necessary to have a girl to take care 
of the boy and to "dress" the dinner, for it was impossible for her to 
be upstairs and in the shop at the same time. She stated further that 
she never took Mr. Treacle out until after churchtime on Sundays, 





• * • nor would do it then, hut that, if he is left alone, 
he will he upon the bed. On a Sunday, if he stays at 
home, he has six meals, and, when he can eat no longer, 
has twenty stratagems to escape from me to the alehouse; 
hut I commonly beep the door locked, till Monday produces 
something for him to do.l 
From this essay has come the maxims "Those who cannot govern 
themselves, must he governed."1 2 Mrs. Treacle had taken the stand that 
she must be the one to govern. She had done this even at the expense 
of neglecting her home and child or failing to work out a program of 
activities for Sundays and for week-day recreation which would be a 
relief from the grind of business in the shop and perhaps would bring 
about a degree of compatability among members of the household. 
Johnson is certainly suggesting that there is a lack of pride 
and devotion on the part of tradesmen in regards to their work; that 
perhaps too much time is spent in idleness; that families should try 
to work harmoniously in their homes; and, that sluttishness, dis¬ 
honesty, laziness, extravagance in food and drink, and misuse of 
leisure time have no place in any society. 
The experiences of Betty Broom, a domestic servant, revealed 
much concerning the treatment of servants and more about the home- 
life of tradesmen. Betty, a poor girl, was the product of a charity 
school. In her letter to "Mr. Idler" she stated: 
I was bred in the country at a charity-school, maintained 
by the contributions of wealthy neighbours. The ladies, 






how we were taught, and saw that our clothes were clean. 
We lived happily enough, and were instructed to be thank¬ 
ful to those at whose cost we were educated. I was always 
the favourite of my mistress; she used to call me to read 
and show my copybook to all strangers, who never dis¬ 
missed me without commendation, and very seldom without 
a shilling.* 
However, all of this came to an end, for Betty's school, like many of 
the other charity schools, established for educating the poor, was 
abolished. Betty gave the following account* 
At last the chief of our subscribers, having passed a 
winter in London, came down full of an opinion new and 
strange to the whole country. She held it little less 
than criminal to teach poor girls toread and write. 
They who are born to poverty, she said, are born to ig¬ 
norance, and will work the harder the less they know. 
She told her friends, that London was in confusion by 
the insolence of servants; that scarcely a wench was to 
be got for all work, since education had made such 
numbers of fine ladies; that nobody would now accept a 
lower title than that of waiting-maid, or something that 
might qualify her to wear laced shoes and long ruffles, 
and to sit at work in the par lotir window. But she was 
resolved, for her part, to spoil no more girls; those, 
who were to live by their hands, should neither read 
nor write out of her pocket; the world was bad enough 
already, and she would have no part in making it worse.2 
Betty added that opposition was short lived, for "few listen without a 
desire of conviction to those who advise them to spare their money. 
Within a year the entire parish was convinced that the nation would be 
ruined "if the children of the poor were taught to read and write. 
With the closing of the school, Betty was advised by her aging 
school mistress that she should seek a service and reminded her not to 






forget that which she had learned. To her dismay and disappointment, 
Betty was made to realize that her education had placed her in a pre¬ 
carious position. She informed "Mr. Idler": 
My reputation for scholarship, which had hitherto 
recommended me to favour, was, by the adherents to the 
new opinion, considered as a crime; and, when I offered 
myself to my mistress, I had no other answer than, 'Sure, 
child, you would not workl hard work is not fit for a 
pen-woman; and a scrubbing-brush would spoil your hand, 
childX"1 
Betty realized that remaining at home would not prove profit¬ 
able to her. Having heard from one of her former school mates of the 
wonderful opportunities for employment in London, she set out for the city» 
Here, with the aid of her school mistress' sister, who "knew only the 
families of mean tradesmen,"1 2 * 4 she was introduced to her initial position» 
Betty's first employment was with the wife of a "working watch¬ 
maker, who earned more than was sufficient to keep his family in decency 
and plenty."® It was, however, a custom of theirs to hire a chaise on 
Sunday and spend half the wages of the week on Richmond Hill. The 
remainder of the wages was spent during the week on merriment and drink¬ 
ing. Those left at home suffered. Betty, after three months, left them, 
"rather than be starved."^ 
Serving as maid to a hatter's wife was Betty's second position. 






ury."^- Betty discovered, however, that the demand for services to her 
master and mistress was too great. Her mistress, a diligent woman, rose 
at five and required Betty’s services during the day. Her master, a man 
much loved by his neighbors, sat at one club or another every night un¬ 
til two and demanded Betty’s services during the night upon his return 
home. These long hours of work made it impossible for Betty to rest. 
She left them, for she "could not more live without sleep than without 
food."1 2 3 
At her next employment she was informed by her mistress, the 
wife of a linen-draper, that she should never contradict the children, 
nor stiffer them to cry. Betty found this impossible to do, for when éhe 
was playing with one on her lap, the others cried for the same favor. 
TR/hen a wish was not gratified, there was a loud outcry, to the dissatis¬ 
faction of her mistress. The mistress then gave sugar plums to the 
child for appeasement. This Betty could not endure, for it was impos¬ 
sible for her "to keep six children quiet, who were bribed to be 
clamorous."® She "was, therefore, dismissed, as a honest girl, but not 
good-natured. "4 
Betty then found a position with a couple who kept a petty shop 










permitted to help in the shop. This usefulness should have made her 
happy, but she discovered that her mistress was spending much of the 
profit for some private use and, when questioned by her husband concern¬ 
ing the loss, would pretend to assist his inquiries with the remark, 
"Betty was honest, and yet those sharp girls were apt to be light- 
fingered."! In fear of being accused of theft, Betty left in haste. 
A later employment offered Betty the opportunity to read a 
book, for she had been ordered to sit each night and wait for her young 
master, who sat late at the tavern. He did this without the knowledge 
of his father, a mercer. Betty was asked to let him in silently to his 
bed under the counter and to be very careful to take away his candle. 
She discovered that she had many hours of waiting and decided to read 
a book. However, this was detected by the upper-maid who took the book 
to her mistress, who told Betty that wenches like her might spend their 
time better; that she 
... never knew any of the readers that had good designs in 
their heads; that she could always find something else to do 
with her time, than to puzzle over books; and did not like 
that such a fine lady should sit up for her young master«2 
Betty reported that this was the first time that she had discovered that 
it was thought oriminal or dangerous to know how to r ead. She was dis¬ 
missed, with a small gratuity above her wages, lest she should tell tales. 
On one occasion, however, Betty’s ability to read served as an 
advantage to her employment. She lived with a gentlewoman of a small 
1Ibld. 
2Idler, No. 29. 
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fortune who specified that her maid must know how to read so that she 
could share in her amusement—reading books* Betty reported* 
1 rose early in the morning, that I might have time in 
the afternoon to read or listen, and was suffered to 
tell my opinion, or express my delight. Thus fifteen 
months stole away, in which I did not repine that I 
was born in servitude.! 
Her mistress died of a burning fever; Betty wept at her grave. 
Betty, having lived in a kind of luxury with the gentlewoman, 
had now acquired the manners of a young lady, too delicate for a servant. 
In subsequent positions thi6 served at times an advantage and on other 
occasions a disadvantage. Her last employment was with a consumptive 
lady who wanted a maid who could read and write. She was tempera¬ 
mental and hard to please, but she remembered Betty in her will, leaving 
her five hundred pounds. With this money Betty resolved to settle in 
her native parish, and there "spend some hours every day in teaching 
poor girls to read and write."2 
Thus through the experiences of Betty Brown, a domestic servant, 
much about the homelife o$ tradesmen was presented to the public for 
exposure and ridicule. Johnson focused the attention of the readers 
upon the fact that, while these people were over zealous in tending 
their shops, too little time was spent in the care and management of 
their homes. Among them there was too much neglect, carelessness, and 
laxity in the rearing of children; discord and disregard instead of 





a noticeable -waste of time and money for "diversion." Attacked also 
was the harsh treatment of poor servants trying to combat the cruel¬ 
ties which they were forced to bear. He criticized the theory that no 
schools should be provided for the poor. It is ironical, but true to 
custom, that Johnson should present a servant girl superior to mis¬ 
tresses in that she was able to read, write, and enjoy books while 
they, of "mean families," thought these abilities to be wasteful of 
time. 
Johnson’s purpose was to expose these people—citizens of the 
city—with all of their failings, as Christie observed, of "gluttony, 
sloth, pursepride, frivolity, ostentation, luxury, ignorance, and ex¬ 
travagance 
But the root of all was their want of an intelligent 
principle of conduct; he ^Johnson^ regards this folk as 
part of 'the innumerable multitudes that, having no 
motive of desire, or determination of will, lie freezing 
in perpetual inactivity, till some external impulse puts 
them in action.' This applies particularly to the women, 
for the men, at any rate, were obliged to do something— 
'to mind the shop.'2 
Not only was family life among tradesmen of great concern to 
Johnson, but his observations and reflections included domestic life in 
general which he shared with his readers. Realistically and critically 
his essays in The Rambler and The Idler mirrored family life as it 
existed all about him. In so doing, he allowed hardly any phase of life 
to escape his attention. In a discussion of domestic problems involving 
■^Christie, op. oit., p. 196. 
^Ibid. Christie's quote is from Johnson, Idler, No. 3. 
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courtship, marriage, the management of the home, the rearing and educa¬ 
tion of children, and the treatment of servants, much is revealed con¬ 
cerning the life of the people of Johnson's Age. Johnson is not only 
informative, but he is at the same time interpretive in that he lets 
the reader receive the benefits of his reactions to what he observes. 
A close examination of several of the essays will reveal to the 
reader those hardships and obstacles which sometimes hinder success in 
one's personal or home life. First of all, there is the problem of 
courtship, wherein lies the task of locating through "trial and error" 
the ideal person. This is the psychological aspect of it, as two of 
Johnson's characters, Hymenaeus and Tranquille, discovered. Johnson 
permitted them to practically waste their lives in search of an ideal— 
their image of perfection in womanhood and manhood. It is interesting 
to note their findings. 
Hymenaeus felt that he had been unjustly judged as an adversary 
by half the female world. In presenting his case before "Mr. Rambler," 
Hymenaeus had hoped that his case would be decided upon by either "Mr. 
Rambler" or his readers. 
Hymenaeus described himself as 
... one of those unhappy beings, who have been marked 
out as husbands for many different women, and deliberated 
a hundred times on the brink of matrimony. I have dis¬ 
cussed all the nuptial preliminaries so often, that 1 
can repeat the forms in which jointures are settled, 
pinmoney secured, and provisions for younger children 
ascertained; but am at last doomed, by general consent, 
to everlasting solitude, and excluded by an irreversible 
decree from all hopes of connubial felicity. I am 
pointed out by every mother, as a man whose visits 
cannot be admitted without reproach; who raises hopes 
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only to imbitter disappointment, and makes offers only to 
seduce girls into a waste of that part of life, in which 
they might gain advantageous matches, and become mistres¬ 
ses and mothers.! 
Hymenaeus, of course, attempted to defend himself against the 
accusations made against him. He explained that his profession of love 
to a woman had always been expressed with sincere intentions of marriage. 
It was never his plan to forsake a mistress for one of greater fortune 
or beauty, nor, as he pointed out, did he ever leave a young woman with 
abruptness or sign of contempt; he "always endeavoured to give the 
ladies an opportunity of seeming to discard me."2 The reason for ever 
forsaking a young lady is that "I discovered some irregularity in her 
conduct, or some depravity in her mind; not because I was charmed by 
another, but because I was offended by herself."® 
Having grown weary of the amusements by which the thoughts of 
most young men are dissipated, Hymenaeus began to wish for "the calm of 
domestick happiness."4 
As he was youthful, he looked for a mate who also would possess 
"sprightliness" and "ardour." Thinking that he had found such a per¬ 
son, he opened his heart to "gay, sparkling, and vivacious Ferocula."® 
He imagined that with her he could live a life of complete happiness, 
for she possessed those qualities which he thought to be admirable— 






inexhaustible wit, high spirit, readiness of expedients, contempt of 
difficulty, assurance of address, promptitude of reply, exemption from 
the weakness and timidity of female minds, and superiority over all 
common troubles and embarrassments** He did observe, however, that 
she was persistent in demanding what he termed "an unreasonable settle¬ 
ment" but felt that this could be worked out. His curiosity led him to 
a crowd of people gathered on the street, whereupon he found Ferocula, 
in the presence of hundreds, disputing for sixpence with a chairman. 
Feeling that she needed no assistance, 
... that it was no breach of the laws of chivalry to 
forbear interposition, ... I spared myself the shame 
of owning her acquaintance. I forgot some point of cere¬ 
mony at her next interview, and soon provoked her to 
forbid me her presence.2 
Thus ended Hymenaeus’ courtship of Ferocula. 
The next young lady to receive Hymenaeus’ attention was Misothea, 
described as "a lady of great eminence and philosophy."3 Having ob¬ 
served "the barrenness and uniformity of connubial conversation," he 
thought highly of his prudence and discernment in selecting from a 
multitude of wealthy beauties, 
... the deep-read Misothea, who deolared herself the 
inexorable enemy of ignorant pertness, and puerile levityj 
and scarcely condescended to make tea, but for the linguist, 





With a feeling of pride and triumph, Hymenaeus wished for an end to 
their courtship and so proposed marriage, le discovered, however, that 
her philosophy of life was too much imbedded in the belief in fate and 
its dictates and decrees in determining human actions. She saw "the 
folly of attributing choice and self-direction to any human being."1 
He, therefore, explained to "Mr. Rambler" that this courtship was ended 
for the reason that he felt it dangerous to commit himself forever 
... to the arms of one who might, at any time, mistake 
the dictates of passion, or the calls of appetite, for 
the decree of fate; or consider ouckoldom as necessary 
to the general system, as a link in the everlasting 
chain of successive causes.2 
The reason given to Misothea was that "destiny had ordained us to part, 
and that nothing should have torn me from her but the talons of neces¬ 
sity. "3 
Sophronia, next to receive the attention and admiration of 
Hymenaeus, was regarded as calm, prudent, and economical, 
• • • a lady who considered wit as dangerous, and learning 
as superfluous, and thought that the woman who kept her 
house clean, and her accounts exact, took reoeipts for 
every payment, and could find them at a sudden call, 
inquired nicely after the condition of the tenants, read 
the price of stooks once a week, and purchased everything 
at the best market, could want no accomplishments neces¬ 
sary to the happiness of a wise man.4 
She was sinoerely concerned with the management of the home. Her dis¬ 
trust of servants was revealed and plans for improving the regulation 
■'■Ibid 
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of her servants and the distribution of her time were discussed. 
Hymenaeus was made aware of one certain thing—that he would never 
suffer from poverty. He discovered, however, that Sophronia was not as 
calm and as prudent as she seemed; for, having learned from the maid of 
her dismissal during the night for having broken six teeth in a tortoise¬ 
shell comb, which cost three half crowns, Hymenaeus attempted unsuccess¬ 
fully to intercede for her. The mistress admitted that it was not just 
the comb which caused her action, but that because Phillida, the maid, 
was of a weak constitution, she felt that she would be very likely to 
fall sick. Hymenaeus failed to give result of their conference, but 
it seems clear that he did not continue this courtship. 
Some of the other ladies whom he courted he discovered to be 
rather detestable characters. He wrote* 
From two more ladies I was disengaged by finding, 
that they entertained my rivals at the same time, and 
determined their choice by the liberality of our 
settlements. Another I thought myself justified in 
forsaking, because she gave my attorney a bribe to 
favour her in the bargain; another because I could 
never soften her to tenderness, till she heard that 
most of my family had died young; and another, 
beoause, to increase her fortune by expectations, 
she represented her sister as languishing and con¬ 
sumptive.! 
Thus Hymenaeus' first letter ended; he promised, however, to continue 
the history of his courtship in a later letter. 
True to his promise, Hymenaeus in a subsequent letter to "Mr. 
Rambler" continued to tell of his many adventures in courtship. He 
!lbid 
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disolosed that he -mas a victim of match-making, engaged in or sponsored 
by persons who were interested in most instances only as it meant a 
gain in or advancement of their schemes. He stated: 
It might be expected that they should soon be discouraged 
from this officious interposition by resentment or con¬ 
tempt; and that every man should determine the choice on 
which so much of his happiness must depend, by his own 
judgment and observation; yet it happens, that as these 
proposals are generally made with a show of kindness, 
they seldom provoke anger, but are, at worst, heard with 
patience, and forgotten.* 
Sometimes, he continued, by a lucky chance, persons with similar tempers, 
when brought together* have become attracted to each other, 
Hymenaeus, through an invitation to sup with one of these busy 
match-making friends, or "hymeneal solicitors," became acquainted with 
Camilla. Of all the women whom Hymenaeus courted, Camilla seemed to 
have been the most detestable. She possessed a dislike for her own 
sex that was almost unbelievable. Expounding on this point, Hymenaeus 
stated: 
Camilla professed a boundless contempt for the folly, 
levity, igporance, and impertinence of her own sex; 
and very frequently expressed her wonder that men 
of learning or experience could submit to trifle 
away life with beings incapable of solid thought,2 
Furthermore, in mixed crowds, she always chose to associate with the 
men rather than with the ladies. 
ilbid., Ho. 115 
2Ibid. 
91 
To show the greatness of her mind, she avoided all com¬ 
pliance with the fashion .... She despised the 
commerce of stated visits, a farce of empty form with¬ 
out instruction; and congratulated herself, that she 
never learned to write message cards. She often 
applauded the noble sentiment of Plato, who rejoiced 
that he was born a man rather than a woman; proclaimed 
her approbation of Swift’s opinion, that women are only 
a higher species of monkeys; and confessed, that when 
she considered the behaviour, or heard the conversation, 
of her sex, she could not but forgive the Turks for 
suspecting them to want souls.1 
Camilla thought that her approach to the "borders of virility” would 
put her in a more advantageous position with the men, but instead she 
was rejeoted. Johnson stated that she was "persecuted by the ladies 
as a deserter, and, at best, received by the men as a fugitive."2 
Even Hymenaeus, having amused himself for "awhile with her fopperies,” 
began to detest her, 
... for nothing out of the common order of nature can 
be long borne. I had no inclination to a wife who had 
the ruggedness of a man without his force, and the ig¬ 
norance of a woman without her softness; nor could I 
think my quiet and honour to be intrusted to such 
audacious virtue as was hourly courting danger, and 
soliciting assault.3 
Nitella, his next fiancee, was discovered to be a slattern. She 
was tidy and kept her quarters in order only when she was expecting a 
caller. Hymenaeus observed that* 
There is a kind of anxious cleanliness which I have always 





superfluous scrupulosity of guilt, dreading discovery, 
and shunning suspicion} it is the violence of an effort 
against habit, which, being impelled by external motives, 
cannot stop at the middle point* 
There are so many competitors for the fame of cleanli¬ 
ness, that it is not hard to gain information of those 
that fail, from those that desire to excel* I quickly 
found that Nitella passed her time between finery and 
dirt; and was always in a wrapper, nightcap, and slip¬ 
pers, when she was not decorated for immediate show.1 
Having cast Nitella aside, Hymenaeus found new interest in 
Charybdis, who for awhile made him feel proud that he was her courtier 
and her escort at many of the public places. For diversion, she en¬ 
joyed visiting for a fortnight some part of the kingdom which she had 
never seen, at his expense and in his company, breakfasting in the 
gardens, attending the opera, playhouse, a concert, or show, and 
buying trinkets from toyshops. These trinkets, however, turned from 
"moderate desires of seals and snuff boxes, rose, by degrees, to gold 
and diamonds."2 Finding Charybdis* smile too costly, Hymenaeus ended 
his courtship with her and counted her as one more added to his "six 
and forty loverB, whose fortune and patience her rapacity had ex¬ 
hausted."® 
Hymenaeus* courtship with Imperia lasted only a short while; 
she was too conceited. With the "pride of Cleopatra," she "expected 
nothing less than vows, altars, and sacrifices; and thought her charms 





sentiments, or the smallest transgression of her commands.Hymenaeus 
felt that time might cure "this species of pride in a mind not naturally 
undiscorning, and vitiated only by false representations**}^ nonetheless, 
he expressed the feeling that "the operations of time sire slow and left 
her to grow wise at leisure, or to continue in errour at her own ex¬ 
pense. "3 
Thus Hymenaeus passed his life in "frozen celibacy." His 
friends advised him that he had flattered his imagination by hopes which 
human nature cannot gratify and that he had dressed up "an ideal charmer 
in all the radiance of perfection" and entered "the world to look for 
the same excellence in corporal beauty."4 Hymenaeus, however, inquired 
of "Mr. Rambler" concerning the saneness of his hope for some terrestrial 
lady unstained by the spots which he had described in his letters and 
vowed his continued search. 
Not only did Johnson give some insight into the customs of 
courtship and the various types of women men had to enoounter, but he 
allowed the readers to see the other side of the picture from the lady's 
point of view. This was done in a letter from Tranquilla, who described 
her lover for "Mr. Rambler" as a means of opposing Hymenaeus' charges 
against the ladies. In spite of having spent a life of "hardships and 








• • • has been long accustomed to the coldness of neglect, 
and the petulance of insult; has been mortified in full 
assemblies by inquiries after forgotten fashions, games 
long disused, and wits and beauties of ancient renown; 
has been invited, with malicious importunity, to the 
second wedding of many acquaintances; has been ridiculed 
by two generations of coquets in whispers intended to be 
heard; and been long considered by the airy and gay, as 
too venerable for familiarity, and too wise for pleasure,! 
she was optimistic about finding happiness, for "men and women must at 
last pass their lives together."2 
She agreed with Hymenaeus that the world is overrun with vice, 
but her warning and advice were indicative of an optimistic spirit as 
she proclaimed, 
... but vice, however predominant, has not yet gained 
an unlimited dominion. Simple and unmingled good is not 
in our power, but we may generally escape a greater evil 
by suffering a less; and, therefore, those who undertake 
to initiate the young and the ignorant in the knowledge 
of life, should be careful to inculcate the possibility 
of virtue and happiness, and to encourage endeavours by 
prospects of success.3 
Tranquilla explained that though she is still a stranger to 
nuptial happiness, it is the result of her own resolution. Further¬ 
more, she "can look back upon the succession of lovers, whose addresses 
I have rejected, without grief, and without malice."4 
Vestulus, whom she met when her name "first began to be inscribed 
upon glasses," was a gay gentleman. Further descriptions classify him 





as effeminate, he having received his education, through the generosity 
of his nealthy father, in "all the want orme ss of expense, and softness 
of effeminacy." In addition to this, Vestulus was 
... beautiful in his person, and easy in his address, 
and, therefore, soon gained upon my eye at an age when 
the night is very little overruled by the understanding. 
He had not any power in himself of gladdening or amusing; 
but supplied his treats and diversion; and his chief art 
of courtship was to fill the mind of his mistress with 
parties, rambles, musick, and shows. 1 
These forms of entertainment and diversions were typical of the 
Age. Others were, as Tranquilla pointed out, "short excursions to 
gardens and seats."2 A common fear of this time was made evident, for 
whenever these excursions were made, Vestulus "always contrived to 
return by day-light for fear of robbers."® 
A caution to the coachman, a reward to the waterman for landing 
them safe, or the return home by daylight, all of which she regarded for 
awhile as indications of his tenderness for her, Tranquilla soon dis¬ 
covered, however, to result from the fact that Vestulus "had the 
cowardice as well as elegance of a female." Terrors clouded his imagi¬ 
nation; "he could scarcely refrain from screams and outcries at any 
accident." He became frightened by the least disturbance—a breeze 
waving upon the river, a clamor in the street—or at the sight of a 





Women naturally expect defence and protection from a 
lover or a husband, and, therefore, you will not think 
me culpable in refusing a wretch, who would have bur¬ 
dened life with unnecessary fears, and flown to me for 
that succour which it was his duty to have given. 1 
Tranquilla's next lover, Fungoso, was the son of a stockjobber. 
He was not a suitable companion, "for having been bred in a counting- 
house, he spoke a language unintelligible in any other place."2 He 
possessed no particular quality which made his reputation outstanding, 
nor had he developed the art of making merriment except that of telling 
how his father had "overreached" somebody in a bargain. He was, how¬ 
ever, a prudent and sober minded young man, and Tranquilla admitted 
that she 
... might, perhaps, have been doomed for ever to the 
grossness of pedlary, and the jargon of usury, had not 
a fraud been discovered in the settlement, which set me 
free from the persecution of grovelling pride, and 
pecuniary impudence .3 
After six months without a lover, Tranquilla became the idol of 
Flosculus, to whom all the fops of his time turned, for it was he who 
set the mode of masculine dress. Upon his pattern or pleasure depended 
the cost of every hat or the sleeve of every coat that appeared on any 
fashionable scene. He commended Tranquilla on her skill and taste in 
dress—this she deemed a compliment which few ladies could hear without 





eleganoe than on the duties of a lover. Realizing that he ms more of 
a "rival" than an "admirer," Tranqullla decided to part with him lest 
their lives be spent in a "perpetual struggle of emulous finery" in the 
attempt to be first in the fashion. 
It was at a feast that Tranquilla became attracted to Dentatus, 
whose only happiness was to dine. He prided himself on being acquainted 
with foreign dishes and the best cook in France. He entertained her 
with "bills of fare" and prescribed the arrangement of dishes. Dentatus, 
however, became displeased when Tranquilla gave her opinion "too hastily" 
upon a pie made under his own directions. He grew cold and negligent 
and was easily dismissed. 
Tranquilla gave various and sundry reasons for having dis¬ 
missed a number of other lovers. Some of these reasons seem frivolous 
or petty, but for Tranquilla, with an ideal set in her mind, they were 
very important. Two she dismissed because they had no taste or knowl¬ 
edge in music; three, because they were drunkards; two, because they 
had other lovers at the same time; six, because they attempted to in¬ 
fluence her choice by bribing her maid; two, for obscene allusions; 
five, for drollery on religion; two, for offering her settlements which 
would have injured the children of a former marriage; four, for giving 
false values of their estates; three, for concealing their debts; and 
one, for raising the rent of a decrepit tenant. 
Tranquilla’s letter concluded with a reiteration of her purpose 
in sending it. It was her sole desire to oppose the tale of Hymenaeus 
in order that the satire might be complete. In doing so she sought to 
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expose the follies and vices of men who were quick to censure the 
opposite sex. Though she had not found a mate for herself, she felt 
that happiness in marriage was attainable and that faults ought to be 
exposed, 
... that their deformity may be seen; but the reproach 
ought not to be extended beyond the crime, nor either 
sex to be condemned, because same women, or men, are 
indelicate or dishonest.! 
In presenting the reciprocal letters Johnson attempted to pre¬ 
sent both sides of the argument. In so doing, he eliminated the possi¬ 
bility of receiving from his readers the stigma of partiality. Johnson 
would suggest, as did Tranquilla, that though vice and evil seemed to 
have been prevalent, there was some good to be found. He suggested 
that there are all types of people with varied physical, mental and 
social attributes—none of whom represents the ideal courtier or the 
perfect beauty found only in one’s self-created world. 
In conversation with Boswell, Johnson had this to say concern¬ 
ing the choice of a wife: 
Some cunning men choose fools for their wives, thinking 
to manage them, but they always fail. There is a spaniel 
fool and a mule fool. The spaniel fool may be made to do 
by beating. The mule fool will neither do by words or 
blowsi and the spaniel fool often turns mule at last: 
and suppose a fool to be made do pretty well, you must 
have the continual trouble of making her do. Depend 
upon it, no woman is the worse for sense and knowledge. 
Men know that women are an over-match for them, and 
therefore they choose the weakest or most ignorant* 
If they did not think so, they never could be afraid 
of women knowing as much as themselves.2 
llbid. 
^Boswell, op. oit., V, 257. 
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In a note relative to this same conversation, Boswell recalled that 
Johnson once wrote to Dr. Taylor, "Nature has given women so much power 
that the law has very wisely given them little."* 
Johnson felt that the contraot of marriage involved more than 
the man and wife. Boswell recalled their conversation on this issue. 
I repeated to him an argument of a lady of my acquaint¬ 
ance, who maintained, that her husband's having been 
guilty of numberless infidelities, released her from 
conjugal obligations, because they were reciprocal.2 
To this Johnson replied» 
This is miserable stuff, Sir. To this contract of 
marriage, besides the man and wife, there is a third 
party—Sooiety; and if it be considered as a vow—God: 
and, therefore, it cannot be dissolved by their consent 
alone. Laws are not made for particular cases, but for 
men in general. A woman may be unhappy with her husband; 
but she cannot be freed from him without the approbation 
of the civil and ecclesiastical power. A man may be un- 
happy, because he is not so rich as another; but he is 
not to seize upon another's property with his own hand.5 
Boswell explained, however, that this lady did not want the contract 
dissolved. She wanted only to be permitted to partake of the same 
"gallantries with equal freedom as her husband does, provided she takes 
care not to introduce a spurious issue into his family."* Johnson's 
answer was simply: "This lady of yours, Sir, I think, is very fit for 
a brothel."5 
*Ibid. 





Continuing the theme of the choice of a wife and causes of un¬ 
happiness in marriage, Johnson noted that general unhappiness in mar¬ 
riage has served as subject matter for the serious, the gay, the 
moralist and the writer of epigrams. In either oase, 
... as the faculty of writing has been chiefly a 
masculine endowment, the reproach of making the world 
miserable has been always thrown upon the women, and 
the grave and the merry have equally thought themselves 
at liberty to conclude either with declamatory com¬ 
plaints, or satirical censures, of female folly or 
fickleness, ambition or cruelty, extravagance or lust.1 
Because of his share in the common interest in this universal problem, 
as he divulged, Johnson rid his heart of any partiality to either sex 
and served "as a kind of neutral being between the two sexes . . . ."2 * 
He explained that "in the cool maturity of life," he had such command 
over his passions that he "can hear the vociferations of either sex 
without catching any of the fire from those that utter them."5 Hie 
stated that through long experience, he had found this to be true» 
A man will sometimes rage at his wife, when in reality 
his mistress has offended him; and a lady ^«rill7 com¬ 
plain of the cruelty of her husband, when she has no 
other enemy than bad cards.4 
For the purpose of examining the means by which so many evils 
have come into the world, he proposed to review the lives of his friends 
who were least successful in marriage and determine the motives which 
prompted them to unite in nuptial contract. 





Observing the marriage of his friend, Prudentius, "a man of slow 
parts, but not without knowledge or judgment in things which he had 
leisure to consider gradually before he determined them," Johnson noted 
that his friend had chosen Furia for his mate, not because of her beauty, 
elegance, dignity, or understanding, but because of her ten thousand 
pounds. Hoping to augment their fortune, Prudentius took his bride to 
his home where he never afterwards enjoyed an hour of happiness. This 
was due to Furia*s "mean intellects, violent passions, a strong voice, 
low education," and a lack of a sense of happiness except that which 
she received from eating and counting money. Both agreed upon the 
desirability of wealth but were at odds regarding the means of obtaining 
it, Prudentius urging gain or investment as the means and Furia favoring 
parsimony. Prudentius ventured out to insure a ship and suffered not 
only the loss of his money but such torment from his wife, who felt 
that that which they had was their own and that to invest it in traffic 
was too hazardous, that he never ventured out a second time. He spent 
forty-seven years under the direction of Furia who during this time 
referred to him only as "the insurer."1 
The next of his friends to marry was Florentius, whose marital 
happiness was short lived, for he found that his choice, Zephyretta, 
possessed only coquetry and the "smile of allurement"—all of which 
had waned and passed away at the expiration of a day. 
1Ibid 
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Melissus was "a man of parts, capable of enjoying and. of improv¬ 
ing life.”1 Johnson noted that this friend carried an air of indiffer¬ 
ence and self-possession typical of men of higher and nobler prospects.^ 
However, Melissus, too, was caught in the web of romance upon meeting 
Ianthe, with whose family he lived while -vacationing in the country one 
summer. He and Ianthe discovered that in each other there was newly 
found pleasures, and having no opportunity to enjoy the company of 
others, they spent much time together. Soon Melissus, delighted with 
her company, proposed marriage and returned the next winter in triumph 
with her as his wife. Melissus became disappointed, however, for he 
discovered that Ianthe was different when in public. THhen either gaiety 
or splendor played on her imagination, she was without the power of 
thinking, 
... expensive in her diversions, vehement in her 
passions, insatiate of pleasure, however dangerous to 
her reputation, and eager of applause, by whomsoever 
it might be given.3 
Ianthe gave Melissus, the philosopher, no comfort in his retirement, for 
in her he had hoped to find "an associate in his studies, and an assist- 
,,4 
ant to his virtues." 
Prosapius, who married his housekeeper, had since complained to 






. . . mean notions are instilled into his children, that 
he is ashamed to sit at his own table, and that his house 
is uneasy to him for want of suitable companions.^ 
Avaro was forced into marriage to a bad woman recommended to 
him by a rich uncle, who made this marriage the condition upon which 
Avaro should be named his heir. Avaro discovered that happiness in 
marriage, even with wealth, could not exist without a woman of virtue.1 2 
A young man, having inherited his father's estate and having 
grown weary of the diversions of the town, retired to the oountry to 
manage his affairs, heretofore placed in the hands of his attorney. 
By building a reputation of frugality and prudence, he won admission 
into every home. Daughters were practically thrust upon him and forced 
to exhibit their airs or some specimen of their music, work, or house¬ 
wifery. This caused him to 
... look with pity on young persons condemned to be 
set to auction, and made cheap by injudicious commenda¬ 
tions} for how could they know themselves offered and 
rejected a hundred times, without some loss of that 
soft elevation and maiden dignity, so necessary to 
the completion of female excellence?3 
This young man admitted that having received commendations 
upon his discretion in this "bargaining for a wife," he began to place 
some value upon his character and was unwilling to lose his credit by 
marrying for love. He, therefore, made a habit of always inquiring of 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid. 
^Ranfcler, No. 35. 
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a young lady's fortune before seeking information of her wit, delicacy, 
or beauty. 
The fortune of Chrysophilus, the father of Mitissa, influenced 
his interest in this young lady. Having made an agreeable settlement, 
he and Mitissa were married. For some time after the marriage it 
seemed that Mitissa, her parents, and their servants were conspiring 
against him. Among other acts of disloyalty and ill intentions, she 
presented her husband with fraudulent records and accounts of household 
expenses; she took rewards for soliciting reductions of tenants' rental 
fees, and she was in great hope of outliving him that she might enjoy 
her accumulated wealth. Having grown weary of these conditions, after 
seven years he took matters into his own hand and reduced his wife's 
financial status to a settled allowance. His purpose, he admitted, in 
writing this account was "to warn others against marrying those whom 
they have no reason to esteem. 
Despite all of the complaints against marriage, Johnson ex¬ 
pressed the belief that 
... an accurate view of the world will confirm that 
marriage is not commonly unhappy, otherwise than as 
life is unhappy; and that most of those who complain 
of connubial miseries, have as much satisfaction as 
their nature would have admitted, or their conduct 
procured, in any other condition.^ 
Complaints and miseries are not limited to married life, but, 
as he reminded his readers, discontent in all phases of life is in 
evidence everywhere. 
1Ibid. 
^Rambler, No. 45. 
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That they censure themselves for indiscretion of their 
choice, is not a sufficient proof that they have chosen 
ill, since we see the same discontent at every other 
part of life which we cannot change.^ 
Everyone, thinking his station in life more painful or less profitable 
than that of someone else, had sought to change, but in many instances 
had found himself equally tormented.^ 
On the question of marriage, Johnson was deeply concerned. He 
ridiculed the existing practice of "bargaining" for marriage, that is, 
marriage planned and executed simply for financial gain or advancement 
of position or reputation. He noted the lack of sincerity, wisdom, 
love and respect evidenced in current practices in choosing a mate. 
He regarded the marriage contract as sacred, for, as he emphasized, 
three parties were involved in the union—man, woman, and God. 
As a solution to the problems of choosing a mate and finding 
happiness in marriage, Johnson cited the ancient custom of the Mus¬ 
covites. Their practice was, he disclosed, that "men and women never 
saw each other till they were joined beyond the power of parting."® 
One may suspect, he added, that "by this method many unsuitable matches 
were produced . . . ." However, among these people 
... there was not much danger of capricious dislike; and 
while they felt neither cold nor hunger they might live 







He advised that men and women should neither "wonder nor repine when a 
contract begun with fraud has ended in disappointment. 
Reflections and advice from "Mr. Rambler" seemed to have had 
some effect upon some of his readers and "contributors." It was recalled 
that Hymenaeus and Tranquilla wrote separate letters concerning court¬ 
ship and marriage, with each making complaints of his or her lovers. 
Gratification was felt when Johnson permitted these two people— 
Hymenaeus, named after Hymen, the Greek god of marriage, and Tranquilla, 
named so to represent the calm, peace, and quietness which should be 
found in marriage—to unite as husband and wife. 
They informed "Mr. Rambler" of their marriage that he might 
"join /hi]*/ wishes to those of their other friends for the happy event 
of an union in which caprice and selfishness had so little part."2 
They had rid themselves of the fancies of youth or "the soft hours of 
courtship, with visions of felicity which human power cannot bestow, or 
M3 
of perfection which human virtue cannot attain." 
Hymenaeus and Tranquilla rejoiced in their realization that 
they had "stores of novelty yet unexhausted which may be opened when 
repletion shall call for change,"*' for they knew that however they 
might rejoice at the presence and enjoy the company of each other, 
periods of listlessness and peevishness would come; diversions would be 
1Ibid. 




sought. With the advantage, however, of their experiences and of fill¬ 
ing their leisure with books, they expressed belief that their 
... time will probably be less tasteless than of those 
whom, the authority and avarice of parents unite, almost 
without their consent, in their early years, before they 
have accumulated any fund of reflection, or collected 
materials for mutual entertainment 
They realized also that though their characters exhibited some resem¬ 
blance, a closer inspection would reveal some dissimilarities which 
permitted each a peculiar advantage and afforded "that ooncordia 
disoors, that suitable disagreement, which is always necessary to 
intellectual harmony."^ 
Hymenaeus and Tranquille were certain of happiness in marriage, 
for they sought to establish a union based upon virtue. They were 
aware that many marriages had been unsuccessful, and that the persons 
involved had 
... failed to obtain happiness, for want of considering 
that marriage is the strictest tie of perpetual friend¬ 
ship; that there can be no friendship without confidence, 
and no confidence without integrity; and that he must 
expect to be wretohed, who pays to beauty, riches, or 
politeness, that regard which only virtue and piety can 
claim.1 2 3 
Johnson observed that many parents did not have time or did not 
take the time to rear and educate their children. In conversation with 
Johnson on this matter, Boswell expressed his dislike for the custom 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid. 
'Rambler, No. 18 
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• • • which some people had of bringing their children into 
company, because it in a manner foroed us to pay foolish 
compliments to please their parents 
To this Johnson replied* 
You are right, Sir. We may be excused for not caring 
much about other people’s children, for there are many 
who care very little about their own children. It may 
be observed, that men, who from being engaged in busi¬ 
ness, or from their course of life in whatever way, 
seldom see their children, do not care much about them. 
I nyself should not have had much fondness for a child 
of my own .... At least, I never wished to have a 
child.2 
This attitude was reflected in the letters from Mr. and Mrs. Treacle. 
Here it was noted that the parents were more interested in "minding the 
shop" than in rearing their children. 
With a feeling that her mother had both neglected her and failed 
to show any affection for her, Miss Maypole wrote to "Mr. Rambler" of 
her situation. Her father had passed when she was ten years of age, 
leaving her and a brother two years younger than herself to the care of 
her mother, "a woman of birth and education, whose prudence or virtue 
he had no reason to distrust."® 
For a long time after the death of their father, Miss Maypole 
and her brother received tenderness fluid consolation from their mother, 
and were told of the virtues of their father. However, at the end of 
a year of mourning, the mother rid herself of the mourning apparel and, 
^■Boswell, op. cit., Ill, 33 
2Ibid. 
^Rambler, No. 55. 
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encouraged by Lady Giddy and Mrs. Gravely, began to "live like the rest 
of the world." She became so involved in social activities that she had 
hardly any time for the children. Miss Maypole stated: 
I was still favored with some incidental precepts 
and transient endearments, and was now and then fondly 
kissed for smiling like my papa: but most part of her 
morning was spent in comparing the opinion of her maid 
and milliner, contriving some variation in her dress, 
visiting shops, and sending compliments; and the rest 
of the day was too short for visits, cards, plays, 
and concerts.! 
The mother decided that she could not educate the children 
properly at home. In addition, "parents could not have them always in 
their sight." Having contrived other excuses, she sent the children 
off to boarding school. Their mother’s visits to the school and 
letters made their absence from home somewhat bearable, but soon she 
discontinued both. Only a remittance to take care of their support was 
sent to the school. 
Vacation time brought only sadness to Miss Maypole, for she was 
received coldly by her mother, who in fear of growing old treated her 
daughter as though she were yet a young child. Upon leaving school 
later and returning to make her home with her mother, Miss Maypole 
lived in continuous neglect, jealousy, and suspicion. She believed 
that "Mr. Rambler" 
... would contribute to the happiness of many families, 
if by any arguments or persuasions, fëxêj could make 
mothers ashamed of rivaling their children; if £çiëj could 
show them, that though they may refuse to grow wise, they 
1Ibid. 
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must inevitably grow old; and that the proper solaces 
of age are not musick and compliments, but wisdom and 
devotion; that those who are so unwilling to quit the 
world will soon be driven from it; and that it is 
therefore their interest to retire while there yet 
remain a few hours for nobler employments. 1 
Another essay reflected Johnsonts reactions toward the general 
practice of neglect and improper guidance of children. At the age of 
fifteen and a half Bellaria had good reason to feel that she knew as 
much as, or perhaps more, about life than her mother and two aunts. 
At the writing of her letter she was peeved because she had been con¬ 
fined to her chambers for four days because of a cold. It was not the 
cold that worried her most. She felt that her social activities and 
obligations were being neglected. She was concerned, as she pointed 
out to "Mr. Rambler," that 
... at this very time Melissa is dancing with the 
prettiest gentleman;—she will breakfast with him to¬ 
morrow, and then run to two auctions, and hear com¬ 
pliments, and have presents; then she will be drest, 
and visit, and get a ticket to the play; then go to 
cards and win, and come home with two flambeaux 
before her chair.2 
She could not bear to think of this. 
For amusement one of Bellaria's aunts brought her some of "Mr. 
Rambler's" papers to read, thinking that his philosophical ideas would 
help to "moderate her desires." Bellaria was not interested in having 
libid. 
^Rambler, No. 191 
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her desires moderated nor in looking at the world with indifference, at 
least not until "the world looks with indifference on me."l 
She felt that she would never have time for books as recommended 
by her mother and aunts, for her daily round of activities crowded her 
time. This full list of activities was outlined for "Mr. Raabler." 
I go to bed late, and therefore cannot rise early; as soon 
as I am up, I dress for the gardens; then walk in the park; 
then always go to some sale or show, or entertainment at 
the little theatre; then must be dressed for dinner; then 
must pay my visits; then walk in the park; then hurry to 
the play; and from thence to the card-table.2 
This, she pointed out, was the course of an ordinary day, but 
... sometimes I ramble into the country, and come back 
again to a ball; sometimes I am engaged for a whole day 
and part of the night. If, at any time, I can gain an 
hour by not being at home, I have so many things to do, 
so many orders to give to the milliner, so many altera¬ 
tions to make in my clothes, so many visitants ' names 
to read over, so many invitations to accept or refuse, 
so many cards to write, and so many fashions to consider, 
that I am lost in confusion, forced at last to let in 
company or step into my chair, and leave half iny 
affairs to the direction of my maid.3 
This to Johnson was a ridiculous waste of time. Such triviality would 
only mean destruction to the mind and body. This young lady lacked 
the proper parental guidance which would have instilled within her an 
appreciation for the nobler aspects of life. 
Because this -typical day of a young lady was very much like 





among young people. He exposed their trivial activities to the public 
with contempt and ridicule. 
It was noted above that in a conversation with Boswell, Johnson 
stated that he had never wished for a child of his own. This lack of 
a desire for children did not, however, diminish his sympathetic feel¬ 
ings toward children and their problems. In addition, Johnson was 
deeply concerned with the cruelty of parental tyranny, which he be¬ 
lieved to be equally as dangerous and detestable as plunder, robbery, 
murder, and political tyranny. Under the sanction of parental authority 
many parents exacted honor, obedience, and gratification by creating 
fear within children through infliction of pain. Surely this kind of 
existence could not bring pleasure or happiness, for to see 
... helpless infancy stretching out her hands, and 
pouring out her cries in testimony of dependence, 
without any powers to alarm jealousy, or any guilt 
to alienate affection, must surely awaken tenderness 
in every human mind; and tenderness once excited will 
be hourly increased by the natural contagion of 
felicity, by the repercussion of communicated plea¬ 
sure, by the consciousness of the dignity of bene¬ 
faction .... We naturally endear to ourselves 
those to whom we impart any kind of pleasure, 
beoause we imagine their affection and esteem 
secured to us by the benefits which they receive.1 
Furthermore, "the harsh parent is less to be vindicated than 
any other criminal, because he less provides for the happiness of him¬ 
self. ”2 Johnson observed that every man had hopes of living a long 
^-Rambler, No. 148. 
2Ibid. 
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life and ■that happiness in old age might; come from earliest care, kind¬ 
ness, and tenderness of children. However, 
• • . surely no resentment can be equally painful with 
kindness thus undeserved, nor can severer punishment be 
imprecated upon a man not wholly lost in meanness and 
stupidity, than, through the tediousness of decrepitude, 
to be reproached by the kindness of his own children, 
to receive not the tribute but the alms of attendance, 
and to owe every relief of his miseries not to gratitude 
but to misery.1 
Thus, Johnson advocated that love, affection, tenderness, under¬ 
standing, and guidance be given childrenj that parental tyrants were 
equally to be despised as known criminals; and that there was no better 
punishment for tyrannical parents than in their old age to receive the 
love and care of those children to whom they had been harsh and incon¬ 
siderate. 
Molly Quick, a domestic servant in the service of a "fine lady," 
encouraged by the letters sent to "Mr. Idler" by Betty Broom, described 
a species of -tyranny with which she was familiar. The difference in 
her situation, as she noted, and that of Betty Broom was that 
... the girls that live in common services can quarrel, 
and give warning, and find other places; but we that live 
with great ladies, if we once offend them, have nothing 
left but to return into the country. 2 
Molly complained of being teased and vexed incessantly by her 
mistress, who never gave orders in direct words, for she loved a sharp 
girl who could take a hint. Molly was dissatisfied with this method 
llbid. 
‘'Idler, No. 46. 
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of communicating by hints with her mistress. She wanted to be told in 
plain words what she was to do and when it was to be done. 
She discovered that vexations acts performed by her mistress 
were indications of her mistress’ feeling of superiority and 
... a oruel pleasure in seeing the perplexity of a 
mind obliged to find what is studiously concealed, 
and a mean indulgence of petty malevolence, in the 
sharp censure of involuntary, and very often of 
inevitable, failings. When, beyond her expectation, 
I hit upon the meaning, I can perceive a sudden cloud 
of disappointment spread over her face; and have some¬ 
times been afraid, lest I should lose her favour by 
understanding her when she means to puzzle me .1 
Molly expressed fear to "Mr. Idler” that her seeming dullness on the 
day of writing would cause her mistress to be in bad humor which might 
last a fortnight, treat her "as a creature devoid of the faculties 
necessary to the common duties of life, and perhaps give the next gown 
to the housekeeper."1 2 
Much concern about domestic life in general was shown by 
Johnson. As indicated in the essays, he hardly allowed any aspect of 
family life to escape his observations. His reflections on and 
reactions to what he observed represent those of one who considered 
courtship, marriage, rearing of children and home management as serious 
matters and ones which were not to be "dallied with.” He advocated 
wisdom, understending of human failings, moderation of actions, inte¬ 
grity, confidence, virtue, piety and "perpetual friendship" as 




As was noted in the introductory chapter, London, the metropolis 
city, was the center of almost everything that was socially of note in 
England. It was here that the places of amusement or diversions could 
be found, fashions and modes of manners established, centers of culture 
and learning located—all of which made London the city for "fashionable 
people." 
Mention has been made of the meticulous and splendid dress of 
the beaux and ladies of London. Much emphasis was placed on ornaments 
such as lace and ribbands. Fashion was very much one of the leading 
topics of the day and much vying for "firsts" in the art of dress and 
style was prevalent. Johnson was cognizant of this as was noticed in 
the letter from Tranquilla. In this same essay, Rambler 119, Tran¬ 
quille mentioned the diversions and amusements which the fashionable 
set enjoyed—parties, music, shows, and excursions to gardens and 
seats. Hymenaeus in Rambler 115 found one of his lovers too costly, 
for she desired to attend very regularly and with an entire company 
of friends the concert, opera, theater, and playhouse. Attendance at 
church on Sunday was an activity engaged in by those who were not too 
lazy or idle to do so. 
In the City the oare of the house was left for the most part 
to servants. Among the tradeswomen, time seemed to have been spent 
upon such pastimes as card playing, gossiping, and "minding their 
husbands." Among other circles housewifely extended from "domestick 
prudence and elegant frugality," a clean house, active and regular 
servants, punctual dinner hour, and economy of household management, to 
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a superfluous amount of needle work demanded of girls as their sole claim 
to education.* 
The follies of the City were nowhere lurking in the dark. They 
could be seen in the open—there to overcast the great metropolis with 
poverty, ugliness, filth, and shame. 
Sydney pointed out that a significant drawback 
... to the comfort of town life in the last century was 
the perpetual danger in which people ran of being robbed, 
and even murdered, in the public streets. Modem townfolk 
can hardly realize that such was the case; but the fact 
remains that it was so. As soon as the evening shades 
prevailed in London, both in winter and summer, the 
highwaymen and footpads emerged from their retreats in the 
capital like so many bats, in order to begin without delay 
their work of depredation and plunder, for which unlimited 
facilities existed, in consequence of an inefficient staff 
of watchmen, and by reason of the inadequate lighting of 
the streets.^ 
Johnson was aware of this insecurity of life and property and 
permitted Tranquilla to warn her readers of the danger after daylight 
of being robbed. 
The coffee houses, the taverns, and clubs of all description, 
as was noted in Chapter I, were places of diversion and amusement for 
all types and classes of people, the young and the old. Tim Wainscot’s 
son had to get away from the shop and visit the tavern with his pals; 
Mr. Treacle tried to get away, but the watchful eye of Mrs. Treacle 
limited his visits. Such diversions when enjoyed to a moderate degree 
were not harmful. Gambling and drinking, however, as noted earlier in 
*Idler, No. 13. 
^Sydney, op. oit., I, 71 
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this study, were engaged in excessively. Sydney noted that in no other 
country did the passion for gambling take "such absolute sway" as it 
did in England during the entire eighteenth century. 
People turned to it ^gamblin£7 as they did to an ordinary 
recreation. It was not regarded as a vice. It Tiras at 
worst regarded as an indiscretion. Few appear to have 
escaped the infection. Most, if not all, from the highest 
to the lowest, carried with them some traces of it. 
People of quality, lawyers, physicians, army and navy men, 
actors, politicians, even the clergy, gambled prodigiously 
and systematically.! 
Johnson once said to Boswell, "I am sorry I have not learnt to 
play at cards. It is very useful in life: it generates kindness, and 
consolidates society."^ Boswell added that "he certainly could not 
mean deep play."3 At a later date while at Oxford he said to Boswell 
that he wished he had learned to play cardsYet, he condemned what 
might be termed "deep play" when he observed that 
... a fatal passion for cards and dice, which seems 
to have overturned, not only the ambition of excellence, 
but the desire of pleasure; to have extinguished the 
flames of the lover, as well as of the patriot; and 
threatens, in its further progress, to destroy all 
distinctions, both of rank and sex, to crush all emu¬ 
lation but that of fraud, to corrupt all those classes 
of our people, whose ancestors have, by their virtue, 
their industry, or their parsimony, given them the 
power of living in extravagance, idleness, and vice, 
llbid., p. 219. 
^Boswell, op. oit., 7, 460-61. 
3Ibid. 
4Ibid., Ill, 27 
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and to leave them without knowledge, but of the modish 
games, and without wishes, but for lucky hands.* 
The condemnation also appeared when in an essay he contrasted the bene¬ 
fits of conversation with the disadvantages of playing cards. He 
noted: 
It is scarcely possible to pass an hour in honest 
conversation, without being able, when we rise from it 
to please ourselves with having given or received some 
advantages; but a man may shuffle cards, or rattle dice, 
from noon to midnight, without tracing any new idea in 
his mind, or being able to recollect the day by any 
other token than his gain or loss, and a confused 
remembrance of agitated passions, and clamorous 
altercations.2 
Johnson concluded from his observations of the effects of this 
passion that ”deep play” was certainly not one of the diversions which 
he would recommend to fill the ’’vacuity of time.” 
There existed a wide gulf between the town and the country. 
The London wit, if far removed from his club, coffee house, and tavern, 
was sick and bored. He was oppressed, too, by the thought of the 
weary leagues that separated him from the only place where life was 
worth living. To begin with, travelling was not only dangerous but long 
and tedious.® A brief description of her tiresome trip is given by 
Cornells in the essay, ”The Employments of a Housewife in the Country,” 
as she said: "When a tiresome and vexatious journey of four days had 
•^Rambler, No. 15. 
^Rambler, No. 80. 
^Christie, op. cit., p. 134 
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brought me to the house, -where invitation regularly sent for seven 
years together, had at last induced me to pass the summer 
Serotinus spoke thus of his visit to his native village» *My horses 
felt none of their master's ardour, and I -was shaken four days upon 
rugged roads."*5 
London was distant not only in space, but in time. In addition 
to having to endure the tediousness and discomforts of long journeys 
along rough roads, travelers were troubled by the possibility of being 
attacked by robbers. This condition gave another meaning to the expres¬ 
sion "bad roads." 
The Londoner, having jeopardized his personal comfort and 
safety in attempting a trip to the country, found nothing but boredom 
and misery once he arrived. This was made quite clear in the essay, 
"The Lady's Misery in a Summer Retirement," which provided a good 
example of the misery and sufferings a woman of fashion endured during 
her visit to the country. Johnson wrote* 
The season of the year is now come, in which the 
theatres are shut, and the card tables forsaken; the 
regions of luxury are for a while unpeopled, and 
pleasure loads out her votaries to groves and gardens, 
to still scenes and erratick gratifications. Those 
who have passed many months in a continual tumult of 
diversion; who have never opened their eyes in the 
morning, but upon some new appointment; nor slept 
at night without a dream of dances, musick, and good 
hands, or of soft sighs and humble supplications; 
must now retire to distant provinces, where the 
•^-Rambler, No. 51. 
^Rambler, No. 165. 
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syrens of flattery are scarcely to be heard, -where beauty 
sparkles without praise or envy, and wit is repeated only 
by the echo.* 
Here Johnson gave the setting of the country in contrast to 
that of the City. He expressed concern and felt it his duty to warn 
those who were preparing to retire to the country Mof the approach of 
calamity" as the result of leaving the City. He stated that as he had 
observed the season of increased warmth and of lengthened days, he 
could not refrain from 
... considering the condition of my fair readers, who 
are now preparing to leave all that has so long filled 
up their hours, all from which they have been accustomed 
to hope for delight; and who, till fashion proclaims the 
liberty of returning to the seats of mirth and elegance, 
must endure the rugged squires, the sober housewife, the 
loud huntsman, or the formal parson, the roar of obstrep¬ 
erous jollity, or the dulness of prudential instruction; 
without any retreat, but to the gloom of solitude, where 
they will yet find greater inconveniencies, and must 
learn, however unwillingly, to endure themselves.2 
Elsewhere in the essay, life in the country was referred to as "a 
perpetual calm” or "inactive obscurity." 
Through the oomplaints of city dwellers visiting the country 
we learn much about country life. Cornelia, in writing to "Mr. 
Rambler,"® observed that since he was of the opinion that no form of 
human life was unworthy of his attention, she, therefore, had resolved, 
... after many struggles with idleness and diffidence, 
to give you some account of my entertainments in this 
^Rambl er. No. 124. 
2Ibid. 
^Rarfcler, No. 51. 
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sober season of universal retreat, and to describe to you 
the employments of those who look with contempt on the 
pleasures and diversions of polite life, and employ all 
their powers of censure and invective upon the useless¬ 
ness, vanity, and folly, of dress, visits, and conver¬ 
sation. 1 
Cornelia tried to busy herself, but found it difficult to do 
this. She discovered through the gardener that his lady was considered 
the greatest manager in that part of the country. Cornelia agreed 
that her hostess* garden was elegant and equal to those cultivated for 
the market. 
She observed that the great business of the life of the country 
housewife was 
... to watch the skillet on the fire, to see it simmer 
with the due degree of heat, and to snatch it off at the 
moment of projection; and the employments to which she 
has bred her daughters, are to turn rose-leaves in the 
shade, to pick out the seeds of currants with a quill, 
to gather fruit without bruising it, and to extract bean- 
flower water from the skin. Such are the tasks with 
which every day, since I came hither, has begun and 
ended, to which the early hours of life are sacrificed, 
and in which that time is passing away which never shall 
return.2 
Of her hostess, Lady Bustle, herself, Cornelia noted that she 
was hard to reason with, for she had settled opinions and maintained the 
"dignity of her own performances with all the firmness of stupidity 
accustomed to be flattered." Lady Bustle's daughters, having seen no 




own word. The father was a mere sportsman and was pleased when he 
brought home a leash of hares to be potted by his wife. 
Cornelia stated that on one occasion she pretended to want 
books, but her lady soon told her that 
... none of her books would suit my tastej for her 
part she never loved to see young women give their 
minds to such follies, by which they learn to use 
hard words; she bred up her daughters to understand 
a house, and whoever should marry them, if they knew 
any thing of good cookery, would never repent it.^ 
Cornelia was left with a number of impressions and she inquired 
of "Mr. Rambler” if she was 
... to look on these ladies as the great patterns of 
our sex, and to consider conserves and pickles as the 
business of my life; whether the censures which I now 
suffer be just, and whether the brewers of wines, and 
the distillers of washes, have a right to look with 
insolence on the weakness of Cornelia 
These opinions and comments have represented the general 
attitude of the Londoner toward the country. Though, as we have ob¬ 
served, it was customary for the fashionable lady and gentlemen to 
visit the country during the "off” season in the City, they found life 
there dull and boring. They were eager to return to the City, "to 
plays, balls, and assemblies, with health restored by retirement, and 
spirits kindled by expectation.”® 




3Idler, No. 80. 
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The rustic was represented by Johnson and other writers 
of his age as paying homage to the superiority of his 
London visitors. Their wit and elegant manners, it 
would seem, made them irresistible. The Londoner came 
with the prestige of an archangel.! 
Myrtilla, the sixteen year old country-bred girl, thought 
Flavia, the charming Londoner, to be an ideal young lady. Her descrip¬ 
tion of Flavia is aptly given in the following lines: 
I was taken, of course, to compliment the stranger, and 
was, at the first sight, surprised at the unconcern with 
which she saw herself gazed at by the company whom she 
had never known before; at the carelessness with which 
she reoeived compliments, and the readiness with which 
she returned them. I found she had something which I 
perceived myself to want, and could not but wish to be 
like her, at once easy and officious, attentive and 
unembarrassed. I went home, and for four days could 
think and talk of nothing but Miss Flavia; .... 
Flavia had read much, and used so often to converse 
on subjects of learning, that she put all the men in the 
country to flight, except the old parson, who declared 
himself much delighted with her company, because she gave 
him opportunities to recollect the studies of his younger 
years, and, by some mention of ancient story, had made 
him rub the dust off his Homer, which had lain unregarded 
in his closet.2 
She disclosed further that, influenced by Fla via*s knowledge of books 
and by her accomplishments, she became aware of her own intellectual 
weakness and wished that she "had not been so long confined to the 
company of those from whom nothing but housewifery was to be learned."3 
Thus she began to "peruse" many of the books recommended by Flavia 
and became enthusiastic, for, as she stated: "I saw new worlds hourly 
^Christie, op. cit., pp. 141-42. 
2 
Rambler, No. 84. 
3Ibid. 
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bursting upon my mind, and was enraptured at the prospect of diversifying 
life with endless entertainment."* 
This admiration and respect for the Londoner’s elegant manners 
and pompous display of knowledge, however, was not prevalent among and 
common with all rural dwellers. It is noted that "Englishmen were too 
much attached to rural and provincial life to accept the absolute social 
and intellectual domination of London; . . . ." Myrtilla's aunt, 
suspicious of Flavia's manners, referred to her as a "forward slut," who 
"thought herself wise before her time."^ 
Exhibiting more of this unreadiness to accept the elegant dis¬ 
play of manners and superiority of knowledge, Ruricola, who admitted 
that he was out of contact with current affairs and "placed at a great 
distance from the fountain of intelligence,"^ had this to say: 
This mortification of being thus always behind the 
active world in my reflections and discoveries, is ex¬ 
ceedingly aggravated by the petulance of those whose 
health, or business, or pleasure, brings them hither 
from London. For, without considering the insuperable 
disadvantages of my condition, and the unavoidable 
ignorance which absence must produce, they often treat 
me with utmost superciliousness of contempt, for not 
knowing what no human sagacity can discover; and some¬ 
times seem to consider me as a wretch scarcely worthy 
of human converse, when I happen to talk of the fortune 
of a bankrupt, or propose the healths of the dead; when 
I warn them of mischiefs already incurred, or wish for 
measures that have been lately taken. They seem to 
attribute to the superiority of their intellects what 
*Ibid. 
^Bredvold, McKillop, and Whitney, op. cit., p. xxiii. 
^Rambler, No. 84. 
^Rambler, No. 61 
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they only owe to the accident of their condition, and 
think themselves indisputably entitled to airs of 
insolence and authority, when they find another 
ignorant of facts, which, because they echoed in the 
streets of London, they suppose equally publick in all 
other places, and known where they could neither be 
seen, related, nor conjectured.1 
Ruricola expressed his views further by stating that much of 
this "haughtiness” was due to too much respect and encouragement which 
Londoners received from people of the country. "For," as Ruricola con¬ 
tinued, "no sooner is the arrival of one of these disseminators of 
knowledge known in the country, than we crowd about him from every 
quarter, and, by innumerable inquiries, flatter him into an opinion of 
his own importance."1 2 * 4 Multitudes surround him and refer controversial 
matters to him "as to a being descended from some nobler region . . . ."® 
Mr. Frolick is cited as an excellent example of the Londoner as 
described by Ruricola. He was a young man who had left the country 
village "to study the law," and who, upon returning to the village after 
seven years of stay in London, exhibited the "effects of a London edu¬ 
cation."* 
His dress, his language, his ideas, were all new, and 
he did not much endeavour to conceal his contempt of 
every thing that differed from the opinions, or practice, 
of the modish world. He showed us the deformity of our 
skirts and sleeves, informed us where hats of the proper 
size were to be sold, and recommended to us the reforma¬ 






and our conversation. Yilhen any of his phrases were 
unintelligible, he could not suppress the joy of con¬ 
fessed superiority, but frequently delayed the expla¬ 
nation, that he might enjoy his triumph over our 
barbarity.* 
Ruricola was dubious of the Londoner's boastful claim to 
superior knowledge, daring exploits, and meritorious achievements, based 
simply upon the fact that he was a resident of the City. Turning to 
"Mr. Rambler" for information concerning Mr. Frolick, Ruricola firmly 
resolved: 
If he is celebrated by other tongues than his own, I 
shall willingly propagate his praisej but if he has 
swelled among us with empty boasts, and honours con¬ 
ferred only by himself, I shall treat him with 
rustick sincerity, and drive him as an imposter from 
this part of the kingdom to some region of more 
credulity.2 
Speaking of the Londoner in general, Ruricola wondered "whether it be 
not, on some occasions, proper to withhold our veneration, till we are 
more authentically convinced of the merits of the claimant." 
Thus Johnson exhibited a realistic acuteness regarding the 
relationship which existed among rural and City residents. Though the 
rustic was isolated from the City, the center of culture and activity, 
and though he may have been aware of this isolation, he was not willing 
to accept the Londoner as a superior or a more highly intellectual 





acceptance of what might be proven to be fraudulent boasts and advocate 
sound judgment in forming opinions of and in paying respect to the 
Londoner. 
Johnson criticized, sometimes satirically, the low status of 
education and the practices of many parents in regard to educating their 
children. 
During Johnson’s Age it was customary for families of high 
station to have their sons trained in the manners and conduct of a 
young "gentleman." Reflections on such practices were noted in the 
essay entitled, "A Young Nobleman’s Progress in Politeness,"1 in which 
Eumanthes was the tutor. In a very short time the young nobleman was 
able to perform acts of politeness which were comp liment ary to his 
mother and his tutor. 
He became in a few days a perfect master of his hat 
which with a careless nicety he could put off or on, 
without any need to adjust it by a second motion .... 
A fortnight furnished him with all the airs and forms 
of familiar and respectful salutation, from the clap on 
the shoulder to the humble bow; he practises the stare 
of strangeness, and the smile of condescension, the 
solemnity of promise, and the graciousness of encourage¬ 
ment. • .; and pronounces, with no less propriety than 
his father, the mono-syllables of coldness, and sonorous 
periods of respectful profession.^ 
As a result of these accomplishments, he soon lost the reserve 
and timidity which solitude and study were likely to impress upon the 
most courtly genius. He became a favorite among the ladies, while his 
Gambler, No. 194. 
2Ibid. 
128 
mother beamed with sparkling eyes. However successful he seemed to be, 
and although well rehearsed in polite manners, the young gentleman dis¬ 
trusted his own abilities. He resorted to wit, burlesque and jocula¬ 
rity, which he practiced until finally he decided that he was quali¬ 
fied to enter the world. 
It is to be noted in the next essay, "A Young Nobleman’s Intro¬ 
duction to the Knowledge of the Town,"l that he was not quite ready. 
In his first sally he fared very poorly. In London he was so be¬ 
wildered by the 
... enormous extent of the town, so confounded by 
incessant noise and crowds, and hurry, and so terri¬ 
fied by rural narratives of the arts of sharpers, 
the rudeness of the populace, malignity of porters, 
and treachery of coachmen, that he was afraid to go 
beyond the door without an attendant, and imagined 
his life in danger if he was obliged at night in 
any vehicle but his mother’s chair.2 
As a result of this fear, he was content to have his tutor 
accompany him on all his excursions; however, as his fear abated, and 
as he grew more familiar with the town, he requested the liberty to go 
out alone. Eumathes, the tutor 
... knowing how much his ignorance exposed him to 
mischief, ... thought it cruel to abandon him to 
the fortune of the town. ^They therefore^ went 
together every day to a coffeehouse, where /the 
master/ met wits, heirs, and fops, airy, ignorant, 
and thoughtless as himself, with whom he had become 
^•Rambler, No. 195. 
2lbid 
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acquainted at card-tables, and whom he considered as 
the only beings to be envied or admired.* 
On one occasion, added Eumathes, under the pretense of having 
an engagement, the young nobleman managed to slip away to the theater 
with his friends. 
They hurried away to the theatre, full of malignity 
and denunciations against a man whose name they had 
never heard and a performance which they could not 
understand; for they were resolved to judge for 
themselves, and would not stiffer the town to be 
imposed upon by scribblers. In the pit they exerted 
themselves with great spirit and vivacity, called 
out for the times of obscene songs, talked loudly 
at intervals of Shakespeare and Jonson, played on 
their catcalls a short prelude of terror, clamoured 
vehemently for the prologue, and clapped with great 
dexterity at the first entrance of the players.1 2 3 
Having "rested” through two scenes, they could restrain their 
impatience no longer and began to makB groans, hisses and catcalls. 
This was done with so much diligence that the audience, provoked at 
their disturbance and fearful that the hopes of an author might be 
destroyed by children, 
... snatched away their instruments of criticism, 
and by the seasonable vibration of a stick subdued 
them instantaneously to decency and silence.3 






• . • where they recovered their alacrity, and after two 
hours of obstreperous jollity burst out big with enter¬ 
prise and panting for some occasions to signalize their 
prowess. They proceeded vigorously through two streets, 
and with very little opposition dispersed a rabble of 
drunkards less daring than themselves, then rolled two 
watchmen in the kennel and broke the windows of a tavern 
in which the fugitives took shelter. At last it was 
determined to march up to a row of chairs and demolish 
them for standing on the pavement. The chairmen formed 
a line of battle, and blows were exchanged for a time 
with equal courage on both sides. At last the assailants 
were overpowered, and the chairmen, when they knew their 
captives, brought them home by force.! 
On the following morning the young "gentleman" hung his head 
in shame. His mother, however, discouraged all reproof and relieved 
him from his worries by paying privately for the damages. There were 
damages indeed, but in spite of his mother’s efforts to discourage 
reproof, the young man remembered his disgrace and was for a short 
while rather silent. But then he went out on another sally. This 
time he tried his hand at the gaming-table with no success. He returned 
home with his coat torn and his head broken, sleeve buttons torn from 
his coat, and without his watch. He gave little account of what had 
happened but attempted to defend himself with this statements "Surely, 
I was not the first that had played away a few trifles, and of what 
use were birth and fortune if they would not admit some sallies and 
expenses?"2 
The young man was doomed to spend two years in the country, but 




much of a man to be any longer confined to his book,” and consented for 
him to begin his travels under a French governor»-*- 
The education of the nobleman -mas very similar to that of the 
fop, "whose mother thought herself "entitled to the superintendence of 
her son’s education." She would not allow him to attend grammar school, 
for she felt that "she should not suffer so fine a child to be ruined" 
by boisterous plays and the behavior of such mean company. With the 
guidance of a domestic tutor, he was trained in the niceties of dress 
and in elegance and politeness of language and manners. Having "pre¬ 
pared" himself for the world, he went to London, where he was intro¬ 
duced to members of the higher classes who were known to his father. 
For some time his associates and activities gave him complete happi¬ 
ness. Later, as he grew older, he became weary of familiarities. He 
discovered that the ladies who had satisfied him with flattery before 
no longer held any charm; the men looked upon him with either compassion 
or contempt. He found welcome only from "a few grave ladies." 
Here Johnson displayed his contempt for foppery. He criticized 
those who treated the education of young people lightly or with unguided 
principles, thus causing them to be poorly equipped for a life of honest 
and sincere endeavors. 
As to the quality of education received by girls, Sydney ob¬ 
llbid. 
^Rambler, No. 109. 
served: 
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If the education of boys and young men was defective, 
the quality and extent of that which was usually 
imparted to girls were, if anything, worse. The 
course of feminine instruction began about the 
mature age of eigjht, and ended soon after fifteen, 
or at latôst sixteen.1 
Having reached the age of sixteen, 
... soon afterwards she passed into London or 
provincial society, where her chief aim was to dis¬ 
play what attractions she possessed to the best 
possible advantage, and to contract a marriage with 
some person of quality without delay.^ 
It was noted by "Mr. Rambler" that very little time was spent 
on the formal education of young men and women. Among the upper classes, 
in the City and the country, training in the social graces was stressed. 
Among the tradesmen, children lacked attention because of their parents' 
eagerness for and complete devotion to "looking after the shop"; their 
young people were trained to follow the trades of their fathers. The 
country squires trained their sons to be good managers of their estates 
and good huntsmen. The girls, lacking in book learning, were taught to 
be efficient and diligent housewives. Some future servants, such as 
Betty Broom, through training at the charity schools learned to read 
and write, which skills in many instances caused them inconveniences 
suid discomforts. 
This examination of essays from The Rambler and The Idler has 
revealed Johnson to be aware of and often critical of the social customs 
and manners of his day. His reflections and reactions represent one 
^Sydney, op. cit., II, 94. 
2Ibid., p. 95. 
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who hoped for nothing less than sober thinking and virtuous actions 
for his countrymen. 
With a læen eye, and an alert mind, full of wisdom, Johnson 
abhorred much of that which he observed. He expressed strong contempt 
for pompousness, sham, and laxity in adherence to those guiding princi¬ 
ples which direct man's actions and ennoble his life so that he becomes 
a useful, sensible and admirable person. 
It was always as a moralist that Johnson observed and passed 
judgment on society. Through a further study of the essays in The 
Rambler and The Idler in the next chapter, some of Johnson's tenets as 
a moralist, stressing his condemnation of social evils which were preva¬ 
lent during his time, will be revealed. 
CHAPTER III 
JOHNSON THE MORALIST 
As stated in the previous chapter, it was always as a moralist 
that Johnson observed and reflected upon life in its many aspects. His 
observations were not merely those of a social on-loolær, but of one 
with deep insight into the moral aspect of human nature. Following in 
a tradition of the eighteenth century writers who believed that to 
instruct as well as to give pleasure were the purposes of literature, 
Johnson set out to mirror social life as it was found to be; not colored 
with sentimentalism or imagination; not a literary endeavor merely for 
the sake of fostering the doctrine of "Art for Art’s sake"; but, as he 
clearly proclaimed in one of his essays: "As it has been my principal 
design to inculcate wisdom or piety, I have allotted few papers to the 
idle sports of imagination."1 Elsewhere he emphasized that his purpose 
was "to consider the moral discipline of the mind, and to promote the 
increase of virtue rather than of learning."** In a prayer he asked 
that God might bless The Rambler, "that in this tindertaking thy Holy 
Spirit may not be withheld from me, but that I may promote Thy glory, 
and the salvation of myself and others."3 
^Rambler, No. 208. 
**Rambler, No. 8. 
5Boswell, op. cit., I, 202. 
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As revealed in the introductory chapter, corruption and vice 
were found everywhere. It was easy, yet disheartening, to see a 
society, characterized by its elaborateness, ornateness, and exquisite¬ 
ness of taste and manners, so tainted with immorality—lewdness, debauch¬ 
ery, prostitution, fraud, etc., all of which offered good material for 
writers who took upon themselves the task of mirroring this immoral 
state of society that it might be ridiculed out of existence. 
It is with this in mind that the author continues this study 
in an effort to determine to what extent Johnson treats the immorality 
of a society so dear to his heart. The question arises - Johnson, as 
was shown in Chapter II, having been aware of the social aspect of 
eighteenth century English life, what were his attitudes toward the 
immorality of his age? It is with the hope that, through a further 
examination of The Rambler and The Idler, the content of Chapter III 
will reveal the answer to this question. 
Johnson was saddened and disturbed over the vice and evil which 
he found around him; therefore, he declared: 
That we are fallen upon an age in which corruption is 
barely not universal, is universally confessed. Venality 
sculks no longer in the dark, but snatches the bribe in 
publick; and prostitution issues forth without shame, 
glittering with ornaments of successful wickedness. 
Repine preys on the publick without opposition, and per¬ 
jury betrays it without inquiry. Irréligion is not only 
avowed, but boasted; and the pestilence that used to walk 
in the darkness, is now destroying at noonday.^ 
Johnson, "Dedications," The Evangelical History of Jesus 
Christ, 1758, as quoted by Christie, op. cit., p. 83. 
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This same feeling of despondency over the depravity of mankind 
is expressed elsewhere. With shame and hurt he wrote* 
The greater part of mankind are corrupt in every condition, 
and differ in high and low stations, only as they have 
more or fewer opportunities of gratifying their desires, 
or as they are more or less restrained by human censures 
Somewhat speculative at times, he looked to the future for con¬ 
solation; then in a more realistic mood, he realized that 
... every period of life is obliged to borrow its happi¬ 
ness from the time to come. In youth we have nothing past 
to entertain us, and in age, we derive little from retro¬ 
spect but hopeless sorrow.2 
He concluded, then, that 
... so full is the world of calamity, that every source 
of pleasure is polluted, and every retirement of tran¬ 
quility disturbed.3 
What then were the causes of this general depravity or pollution 
of mankind? In the vein of eighteenth century reasoning, which stressed 
the dominance of man's intellectual powers over his passions and emo¬ 
tions, Johnson was amazed and appalled at the prevalence of actions not 
expected of rational beings. There were evidences of man being too 
greatly influenced by his passions, and spiritual guidance was not 
heeded. These conditions were producing a corrupt mankind and under¬ 
mining Christian principles of religion. 
^Rambler, No. 172. 
^Rambler, No. 203. 
5Ibid. 
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Johnson abhorred the evils which were destroying the very 
heart, mind and soul of man* With a heavy heart he attenuated in his 
essays to call his readers’ attention to them and thereby encourage the 
people to more virtuous living. Some discussion will be devoted to 
those vices which he deemed most damaging and obnoxious. 
Johnson detested the minor vices and crimes and placed much em¬ 
phasis upon the destructive power of man’s strong susceptibility to 
passions and follies which tended to weaken his chances for happiness 
and a good life. Thus he stated: 
Those who exalt themselves into the chair of 
instruction ... have not sufficiently considered 
how much of life passes in little incidents, cursory 
conversation, slight business, and casual amusements; 
and therefore they have endeavoured only to inculcate 
the more awful virtues, without condescending to 
regard those petty qualities, which grow important 
only by their frequency. 1 
To substantiate this position, Johnson wrote a number of essays on the 
passions, follies, and fears of the human heart. He was of the firm 
conviction that these evils, especially by their frequent occurrence, 
hindered man's chances for happiness and success. 
One of the passions which concerned Johnson was anger. For an 
essay on the destructiveness of anger, he made use of a maxim set forth 
by the Greek philosopher, Periander of Corinth, to whom he referred as 
"one of the seven sages of Greece.The maxim, "Be master of thy 
^Rambler, No. 72. 
^Rambler, No. 11. 
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anger," Johnson stated, -was "left as a memorial" of Periander’s "knowl¬ 
edge and benevolence."! Periander, Johnson continued, 
... considered anger as the great disturber of human 
life, the chief enemy, both of publick happiness and 
private tranquillity, and thought that he could not 
lay on posterity a stronger obligation to reverence 
his memory, than by leaving them a salutary caution 
against this outrageous passion.1 2 
Johnson expressed the conviction that "From anger, in its full 
import, protracted into malevolence, and exerted in revenge, arise, 
indeed, many of the evils to which the life of man is exposed."3 Also 
this passion, "when operating upon power," has been the cause of the 
fall of many cities and the death of many nations. However, he ex¬ 
plained to his readers that 
... this gigantick and enormous species of anger 
falls not properly under the animadversion of a 
writer, whose chief end is the regulation of 
common life, and whose precepts are to recommend 
themselves by their general use. Nor is this 
essay intended to expose the tragical or fatal 
effects even of private malignity. The anger 
which I propose now for my subject, is such as 
makes those who indulge it more troublesome than 
formidable, and ranks them rather with hornets 
and wasps, than with basilisks and lions.4 
The specie of anger to which he referred was the kind which found its 
way into everyday living. It was the type which created "passionate 










• . • imagine themselves entitled by that distinction to 
be provoked on every slight ocoasion, and to vent their 
rage in vehement and fierce vociferations, in furious 
menaces, and licentious reproaches.* 
The rage of these men, he asserted, seldom rose to the extent of 
violenoe, but it did disturb the quiet and enjoyment of those who were 
within its reach. Yet the loud outcries and clamors of such men were 
wpitied rather than censured, and their sallies fireref passed over as 
the involuntary blows of a man agitated by the spasms of a convul¬ 
sion.”^ 
It was with indignation that Johnson observed how satisfied these 
men were in being so treated. He concluded that their want of reason 
and virtue had prohibited any "gratification” of any remaining pride. 
The motive of these moments of rage, when other methods had failed, he 
continued, was to gain the attention of others. 
Of this same specie of anger, Johnson explained, was 
... the domesticks fury to which many men give way 
among their servants and domesticks; they feel their 
own ignorance, they see their own insignificance; 
and, therefore, they endeavor, by their fury, to 
fright away contempt from before them, when they 
know it must follow them behind; and think themselves 
eminently masters, when they see one folly tamely 
complied with, only lest refusal or delay should 
provoke them to a greater.® 
There was same degree of personal satisfaction, Johnson declared, 





"procuring some kind of supplemental dignity The evil of such 
actions outweighed their virtue, for it had been found that no man could 
... by uproar, tumult, and bluster, alter any one's 
opinion of his understanding, or gain influence, 
except over those whom fortune or nature has made 
his dependants.1 2 
Therefore, with "steady perseverance in his ferocity," he may create fear 
and harassment among his children and servants and become enraged at the 
first provocation from a friend. In so doing he "becomes one of the 
most hateful and unhappy beings."3 4 5 
"nothing," he concluded, "is more despicable, or more miserable, 
than the old age of a passionate man.1,4 Due to the lack of strength, 
his occasional rage sinks into peevishness which, "for the want of 
novelty and variety, becomes habitual; the world falls off from around 
him, and he is left ... to devour his own heart in solitude and con- 
tempt."5 
Thus he warned that with perseverance and continuance, anger, 
thought by most men to be rather harmless, could become volatile and, 
when exploded, could cause nothing but unhappiness and scorn. 
Continuing his condemnation of vices which were treacherous to the 








perpetually exercised between one man and another,” which ”is caused by 
the desire of many for that which only few can possess.” This "uni¬ 
versal and incessant" hostility, Johnson continued, 
... produces injury and malice by two motives, interest 
end envyj the prospect of adding to our possessions what 
we can take from others, and the hope of alleviating the 
sense of our disparity by lessening others, though we 
gain nothing to ourselves.1 
In comparing the two, interest and envy, Johnson stated that although it 
might seem that interest has the "strongest and most extensive influence," 
he was of the opinion that 
... the great law of mutual benevolence is oftener 
violated by envy than by interest, and that most of 
the misery which the defamation of blameless actions, 
of the obstruction of honest endeavours, brings upon 
the world, is inflicted by men that propose no ad¬ 
vantage to themselves but the satisfaction of 
poisoning the banquet which they cannot taste, and 
blasting the harvest which they have no right to 
reap.2 
There is always a risk involved, he said, in pursuing interest, but 
... envy is almost the only vice which is practicable at 
all times, and in every place; the only passion which can 
never lie quiet for want of irritation: its effects 
therefore are every where discoverable, and its attempts 
always to be dreaded. 
I have hitherto avoided that dangerous and em¬ 
pirical morality, which cures one vice by means of 
another. But envy is so base and detestable, so vile 
in its original, and so pernicious in its effects, 
that the predominance of almost any other quality is 
to be preferred. It is one of those lawless enemies 
^•Rambler, No. 183. 
2Ibid. 
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of society, against which poisoned arrows may honestly 
be used.l 
He then admonishedt 
Let it therefore be constantly remembered, that who¬ 
ever envies another, confesses his superiority, and 
let those be reformed by their pride, who have lost 
their virtue.^ 
Johnson offered these comments in conclusion* 
Almost every other crime is practised by the 
help of some quality -which might have produoed 
esteem or love, if it had been well employed* but 
envy is more unmixed and genuine evil* it pursues 
a hateful end by despicable means, and desires not 
so much its own happiness as another's misery*3 
He advised* 
To avoid depravity like this, it is not necessary 
that any one should resolve not to quit the rank 
which nature assigns him, and wish to maintain the 
dignity of a human being*4 
Johnson was aoutely aware of this weakness in mankind and 
attempted to mirror its poisoning effeots upon the lives of those who 
were not able to bring it under control. He once said to Boswell, "We 
are all envious naturally; but by checking envy, we get the better of 
it.”3 He believed that envy could be found everywhere and among all 
g 












literary eminence, found life miserable, for he discovered that his 
associates had become envious of his achievement.* Seged, "lord of 
Ethiopia" and "the monarch of forty nations," desirous of a "short 
interval ^ben days^ of happiness" during -which time he would "be se¬ 
cured from the interruption of fear or perplexity, sorrow or disap¬ 
pointment," built the palace of Dambea where, he felt, all would be 
blissful, quiet, and without worry or discord. In the palace he 
surrounded himself with everything 
... that could solace the sense, or flatter the fancy, 
all that industry oould extort from nature, or wealth 
furnish to art, all that conquest could seize, or 
benefioence attract ... and every perception of delight 
was exoited or gratified.** 
With persons of his court whom he felt to be "eminently qualified to 
receive or communicate pleasure," Seged resolved to free himself of 
... all acquaintance with discontent, to give his 
heart for ten days to ease and jollity, and then 
fall back to the common state of man, and suffer 
his life to be diversified, as before, with joy 
and sorrow.5 
Amusements, including competitive feats, were planned. Seged, whose 
task it was to select a winner of each contest, thought that to declare 
one contestant the winner over all performers would bring about a feel¬ 
ing of envy and jealousy among the other contestants. Therefore, he 
rewarded all with equal praise and awards of equal value. To his dismay 
^Rambler, No. 16. 
^Rambler, No. 204. 
5Ibid. 
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and discomfort, however, he discovered that his efforts in reducing envy 
had failed, for none of the people wanted to be "levelled with the 
crowd.Seged learned also that it was impossible to shut himself 
away from the worries and cares of the world, for no matter how he planned 
or maneuvered, envy, complaints, discord, and sadness troubled him. 
Johnson strove to show his readers the true miseries of life- 
miseries which are everywhere presaat and with which man must learn to 
live if he is to be a member of society. As a social being man must 
learn to exercise some control or check on the passions in an attempt to 
ward off total destruction of happiness and human dignity. 
Man's hunger for wealth or possessions occupied muoh of Johnson's 
attention, in both conversation and writing. He said to Boswell, 
All the arguments which are brought to represent poverty 
as no evil, show it to be evidently a great evil. You 
never find people labouring to convince you that you may 
live happily upon a plentiful fortune. So you hear 
people talking how miserable a king must be, and yet 
they all wish to be in his place.2 
At another time he wrote that the wish for riches was 
• • • so prevalent that it may be considered as universal 
and transcendental, as the desire in which all other 
desires are included, and of which the various purposes 
which actuate mankind are only subordinate species and 
different modifications* 
Wealth is the general centre of inclination, the 
point to which all minds preserve an invariable ten¬ 
dency, and from which they afterwards diverge in 
^Rambler, No. 205. 
^Boswell, op. oit., I, 422. 
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numberless directions. TWhatever is the remote or ultimate 
design, the immediate care is to be rioh • • • 
He added that with the realisation of the great importance of wealth in 
obtaining "present conveniences," and because riches were "so much more 
easily obtained by crimes than virtues," the mind could be freed from 
the urge of covetousness only by the "preponderation of unchangeable 
and external motives." Moreover, when placed upon the scales, gold 
would be found to be "light and ineffectual when the opposite scale is 
charged with justice, veracity, and piety."2 
On several occasions in conversation with Boswell, he expressed 
his convictions concerning wealth. He felt that wealth contributed to 
« 
happiness when it was circulated and put to good use. He stated that 
if there were a choice, not a single person would choose to be poor. 
Concerning himself, he admitted* 
TOien I was running about this town a very poor fellow, 
I was a great arguer for the advantages of poverty; 
but I was, at the same time very sorry to be poor. 
Sir, all the arguments which are brought to represent 
poverty as no evil, shew it to be evidently a great 
evil.4 
Johnson stated that there were "few words of which the reader 
believes himself better to know the import, than of poverty."5 At the 
^Rambler, No. 131. 
2Ibid. 
5Boswell, op. cit., Ill, 201, 283, and 332. 
4Ibid., I, 511. 
^Rambler, No. 202. 
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same time, he explained, poets and philosophers do not picture poverty 
in its devastating state. The poverty of which they wrote was, in 
effeot, rather romantic, for it presented a picture 
• • • of content, innooence, and cheerfulness, of health 
and safety, tranquillity and freedom; of pleasures not 
known but to men unencumbered with possessions; and of 
sleep that sheds his balsamick anodynes only on the 
cottage• 
To be poor, in the epick language, is only not to com¬ 
mand the wealth of nations, nor to have fleets and 
armies to pay.* 
The poverty with which he was concerned was of the type which haunted 
and deprived throngs of individuals and families of human existence. 
He observed that this kind of poverty had gone unnoticed or unmentioned 
by many writers. Thus he asserted: 
As little is the general condition of human life 
understood by the panegyrists and historians, who 
amuse us with accounts of the poverty of heroes and 
sages.1 2 
Johnson added that 
... poverty is an evil always in our view, an evil 
complicated with so many circumstances of uneasiness 
end vexation, that every man is studious to avoid it. 
Some degree of riches is therefore required, that we 
may be exempt from the gripe of necessity; when 
this purpose is once attained, we naturally wish for 
more, that the evil which is regarded with so much 
horrour. may be yet at a greater distance from us; 
% * 3 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid. 
^Rambler, No. 38* 
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He acknowledged also, 
• • • that every man would be rich, if a wish could obtain 
riches, is a position which I believe few will oontest, 
at least in a nation like ours, in which commerce has 
kindled an universal emulation of wealth, and in whioh 
money receives all the honours which are the proper right 
of knowledge and of virtue 
Yet, he continued, the acquisition of riches has not brought the 
expected happiness, for, though man has labored to obtain wealth, he has 
not been able to improve the art of using it. Moreover, he wrote» 
Of riches, as of every thing else, the hope is more 
than the enjoyments while we consider them as the 
means to be used, at some future time, for the 
attainment of felicity, we press on our pursuit 
ardently and vigorously, and that ardour secures 
us from weariness of ourselves; but no sooner do 
we sit down to enjoy our acquisitions, than we find 
them insufficient to fill up the vacuities of life.1 2 3 4 
Johnson also presented several characters as examples of people who, 
after they had attained wealth, were not happy and content. 
One of these characters symbolizing the "unhappy rich" was 
Tom Tranquil, whose only wish, after having acquired his fortune, was 
to "leave everything as he /fovoosî/ it, and pass through the world 
distinguished only by inoffensive gentleness."* Nonetheless, Tom was 
not left alone to meditate and live in peace and quiet. His friends 
<j 
took over the management of his life; they went so far as to select a 
wife for him, "whom, having no particular inclination, he rather 





accepted than chose, because he -was told that she was proper for him."^ 
Furthermore, his companions surrounded Mm with luxuries and fineries 
for no other reason than to exercise their arts at his expense. 
Examples of these follow} 
A companion, who had just learned the names of the 
Italian masters, runs from sale to sale, and buys 
pictures, for which Mr. Tranquil pays, without 
inquiring where they shall be hung. Another fills 
his garden with statues, which Tranquil wishes 
away, but dares not remove. One of his friends 
is learning architecture by building him a house; 
which he passed by, and inquired to whom it be¬ 
longed; another has been for three years digging 
oanals and raising mounts, cutting trees down in 
one place, and planting them in another, on which 
Tranquil looks with serene indifference, without 
asking what will be the cost. Another projector 
tells him that a waterwork, like that of Versailles, 
will complete the beauties of his seat, and lays 
his draughts before him: Tranquil turns his eyes 
upon them, and the artist begins his explanations; 
Tranquil raises no objection, but orders him to 
begin the work, that he may escape from talk which 
he does not understand.1 2 
Thus Tranquil discovered that many were kept busy at his expense, but 
none added to his happiness. Moreover, as he had not been interested 
in keeping acoount of the cost of luxuries supplied by his friends, he 
learned that his fortune was "impaired" and "that he could pay the work¬ 
men no longer but by mortgaging a manor."3 
Tranquil became an example of the rich becoming poor as the re¬ 





themselves to become victims of the officiousness and flattery of others 
who set out simply to satisfy their own passions. 
Tetrioa, who was left a fortune by an aunt, soon developed a 
feeling of independence and superiority.1 Johnson explained that, 
... having no superfluity of understanding, she was 
soon intoxioated by the flatteries of her maid, who 
informed her that ladies, such as she, had nothing to 
do but take pleasure their own way; that she wanted 
nothing from others, and had therefore no reason to 
value their opinion; that money was every thing; and 
that they who thought themselves ill treated, should 
look for better usage among their equals.2 * 4 
Warmed with flattery from her maid, 
... Tetrica came forth into the world, in which she 
endeavoured to force respect by haughtiness of mien 
and vehemence of language; but having neither birth, 
beauty, nor wit, in any uncommon degree, she suffered 
such mortifications from those who thought themselves 
at liberty to return her insults, as reduced her tur¬ 
bulence to cooler malignity, and taught her to practise 
her arts of vexation only where she might hope to 
tyrannize without resistance.5 
Tetrica practiced her arts of superior air and haughtiness from the age 
of twenty to the age of fifty-five. During this time she took every 
opportunity to torment her inferiors and found dissatisfaction in all 
her endeavors and in all acts of civility extended to her. No one, 
except her maid, "could endure her tyranny," for she was too haughty 
and peevish. Wealth and flattery had caused her to become the victim 
of vanity, which Johnson called the "nursling of ignorance."^ 





Melissa, another of the characters symbolizing Johnson*B attitude 
toward the futility of dependence upon wealth for obtaining happiness, 
discovered that with her wealth she was simply "purchasing” admiration, 
compliments, gaiety, and the company of male and female associates. This 
was discovered, however, only when she had lost her riches, and in so 
doing, lost her companions. Nevertheless, she learned that she would 
never have known the world "but by a change of fortune. 
Mrs. Busy, still another such character, a widow at thirty years 
of age, spent long hours in the management of her estate. She was a 
frugal woman and a good manager,2 but she too became a victim of false 
ideals and a lack of reasoning beoause of her insatiable desire to 
accumulate wealth for her children. Bucolus, a visitor to the country, 
said of Mrs. Busy, "The only things neglected about her are her children, 
whom she has taught nothing but the lowest household duties."® Bucolus, 
dismayed at this kind of neglect, added: 
I could not but look with pity on this young family, 
doomed by the absurd prudence of their mother to ignorance 
and meanness: but when I recommended a more elegant edu¬ 
cation, was answered, that she never saw bookish or 
finical people grow rich, and that she was good for 
nothing herself till she had forgotten the nicety of the 
boarding school.^ 
So intent on preserving the "fortunes of her children," Mrs. Busy neg¬ 
lected their care and training. 
^•Rambler, No. 75. 




Deborah Ginger, discussed in the preceding chapter, took pride 
in the prosperity of her husband’s shop. She was elated over the 
prospect of growing everyday richer and richer, but she became alarmed 
and worried when their wealth was jeopardized by her husband's neglect 
of the shop, resulting from too much time spent at the tavern or the 
theater. 
Misocapelus, it is to be recalled, was apprenticed to a shop¬ 
keeper who, because of his wealth, became vain and proud. Misocapelus' 
mother advised her son when he was not well received among the oountry 
gentry, "He who has money in his pockets need not care what any man says 
of him ... ."1 2 
Johnson deplored, not riches themselves, but those rich people 
who permitted their wealth to cause them to lose sight of moral -values, 
thus becoming vain, proud, haughty, self-satisfied, peevish, and neglect¬ 
ful of their work and of the care of themselves and their children. This 
he found to be true in the country as well as in the City, for all of 
them "have passed their lives with no other wish than of adding acre to 
acre, and filling one bag after another ... ."3 Wealth put to ill use 
brought only misery. 
In a discussion with Boswell concerning the use of money, Johnson 
1Idler, No. 47. 
^Rambler, No. 116. 
^Rambler, No. 39. 
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He who is rich in a civilized society, must be happier 
than he who is poor, as riches, if properly used, (and 
it is a man’s own fault if they are not,) must be pro¬ 
ductive of the highest advantages. Money, to be sure, 
of itself is of no use; for its only use is to part 
with it.l 
This attitude is discussed in several of the essays. In one of them he 
said: 
Riches are of no value in themselves, their use is dis¬ 
covered only in that which they procure. They are not 
coveted, unless by narrow understandings, which con¬ 
found the means with the end, but for the sake of 
power, influence, and esteem; or, by some of less 
elevated and refined sentiments, as necessary to 
sensual enjoyment.2 
During the eighteenth century, as in any period, perhaps, the 
passion for wealth was prevalent among all classes. It was generally 
believed that with wealth man’s general condition would be improved; a 
more leisurely life would be possible, whereby happiness would be in¬ 
evitable.® Johnson observed, however, that many who had secured riches 
and had gone into retirement found only boredom and discontent. Others, 
who were never able to enjoy the quiet of retirement, found equal misery 
in their condition. Among all there was too much time spent in idleness 
and trivialities.^ Johnson was appalled by this needless and unprofitable 
waste of time and ridiculed its practice in many of his essays. 
^Boswell, op. cit., I, 510. 
^Rambler, No. 202. Cf. Rambler, No. 58; Idler, Nos. 62, 64. 
®Supra, p. 64. 
^Ibid., pp. 26-41. 
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Johnson expressed the belief that idleness, as a vice, would give 
competition to pride, considered by many moralists "of all human vices" 
to have "the widest dominion," to appear "in the greatest multiplicity 
of form," and to lie "hid under the greatest variety of disguises; 
• • • •"! Of individuals who have become the victims of idleness he 
explained; 
There are some that profess idleness in its full 
dignity, who call themselves the Idle, as Busiris 
in the play calls himself the Proud; who boast that 
they do nothing, and thank their stars that they have 
nothing to do; who sleep every night till they can 
sleep no longer, and rise only that exercise may 
enable them to sleep again; who prolong the reign of 
darkness by double curtains, and never see the sun 
but to tell him how they hate his beams; whose 
labour is to vary the posture of indolence, and 
whose day differs from their night, but as a couch 
or chair differs from a bed.2 
Idleness, he added, may be found -where it is least suspected. 
Not watched "like fraud, which endangers property; or like pride, which 
naturally seeks its gratifications in another’s inferiority,"—idleness 
is a quality which is "silent and peaceful." It "neither raises envy 
by ostentation, nor hatred by opposition; and therefore nobody is busy 
to censure or detect it."w 
According to Johnson, the art of idleness is "to fill the day 
with petty business, to have always something in hand which may raise 




curiosity, but not solicitude, and keep the mind in a state of action, 
but not of labour."^ Sober, one of '‘Mr. Idler's" old friends, had 
practiced the art of idleness for many years "with wonderful success." 
Sober, a man of "strong desires and quick imagination," enjoyed conver¬ 
sation as his main source of pleasure. For him 
... there is no end of his talk or his attention} to 
speak or to hear is equally pleasing; for he still 
fancies that he is teaching or learning something, and 
is free for the time from his own reproaches.2 
Sober was satisfied as long as he had someone to converse with, 
but he discovered that there were intervals during which time "all the 
world agrees to shut out interruption." At such times, he suffered the 
misery of having to find means of keeping his mind occupied. To do this 
he engaged in all sorts of activities—carpentry, chemistry, the crafts 
of the shoemaker, tinman, plumber, and potter—in some of which he was 
rather successful; in others he was not and resolved to increase his 
knowledge of them. "Mr. Idler" expressed hope that, as Sober attempted 
to fill these intervals with activity, "he ^would^ quit his trifles, and 
betake himself to rational and useful diligence."® 
Boswell stated that Johnson described "the miseries of idleness, 
with the lively sensations of one who has felt them; and in his private 
-*Tbid. Cf. Rambler, Nos. 85, 134; Idler, Nos. 19, 48. 
2Idler, No. 31. 
g 
Ibid. "In Mr. Sober, we may recognize traits of Dr. Johnson's 
own character." Works, IV, 241, n. 1. See also Boswell, op. cit., 
Ill, 452, n. 3. 
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memorandums while engaged in it /The Idler7, we find ‘This year I hope 
to learn diligence.,nl 
A study of Johnson1 s character and personality will reveal that 
he was susceptible to fits of melancholia and that he engaged in a number 
of endeavors to occupy himself in an effort to "fill the vacuity of 
life." Therefore, a personal touch or a reflection of himself oould 
have been added when he stated: 
To be idle and to be poor have always been reproaches, 
and therefore every man endeavours, with his utmost 
care, to hide his poverty from others, and his idle¬ 
ness from himself.* 
Johnson exhibited great understanding of the human heart. This 
is seen throughout the essays. His knowledge of human nature enabled 
him to look deep into the heart and mind. Not only was he able to do 
this in regards to others but he sought diligently to understand himself 
and advised his readers that it would be rewarding for them to know them¬ 
selves. He expressed the idea that it was difficult but necessary to 
know oneself. Moreover, he added: 
It has been the endeavour of all those whom the world 
has reverenced for superior wisdom, to persuade man 
to be acquainted with himself, to learn his own powers 
and his own weakness, to observe by what evils he is 
most dangerously beset, and by what temptations most 
easily overcome.3 
^Boswell, op. clt., I, 385. 
2Idler, No. 17. 
3 
Idler, No. 27. 
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With an acute awareness of the futility of this advice, he stated 
further: 
This counsel has been often given with serious 
dignity, and often received with appearance of con¬ 
viction; but, as very few can search deep into their 
own minds without meeting That they wish to hide from 
themselves, soarcely any man persists in cultivating 
such disagreeable acquaintance, but draws the veil 
again between his eyes and his heart, leaves hie 
passions and appetites as he found them, and advises 
others to look into themselves. ^ 
He explained that this inquiry into oneself, even among those who strove 
to "grow wiser or better," ms not frequently made, for there were mul¬ 
titudes who never stopped to take stock of themselves but instead went 
on endlessly into one pleasure after another, thinking that what they 
did was no affair of others and therefore warranted no censure. 
Yet, there were others who made resolutions or promises to 
themselves to review their actions and plan a new scheme of living. 
Custom or habit, however, proved to be too influential upon some 
resolvers. With this in mind Johnson advised: 
Those who are in the power of evil habits must con¬ 
quer them as they can; and conquered they must be, or 
neither wisdom nor happiness can be attained; but those 
who are not yet subject to their influence may, by 
timely caution, preserve their f reedom; they may 
effectually resolve to esoape the tyrant, viiom they will 
very vainly resolve to conquer.2 
Fears and superstitions were much a part of the general char¬ 
acter of the eighteenth oentury, as the introductory chapter disclosed. 
Johnson thought that since the world was constantly changing, one was 
^Tbid« Cf. Rambler, No. 76. 
2Idler, No. 27. 
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unable to foretell what the future would bring, and therefore should bear 
in mind that "Evil is uncertain in the same degree as good, and for the 
reason that man ought not to hope too seourely, he ought not to fear 
with too much dejection."^- Moreover, that which had beset one with fear 
"may be driven away by an accidental blast, which shall happen to cross 
the general course of the current."** Those whom one feared may become 
the victims of some sudden accident, or his persecutors may be found to 
be "weak and ignorant, and mortal like ourselves."® He warned that in 
many instances man worried needlessly, for many of the misfortunes 
about which he troubled himself may never take place. In the case of 
adversaries, one must realize the human element involved and take into 
consideration that the one whom he thought had set out to do him harm 
may fail in his efforts. 
Concerning the fear of old age, Johnson warned his readers that 
other miseries of life may be overcome by "wisdom," "fortitude," "oaution," 
"circumspection," "spirit," and "vigour," but the time would surely come 
when all these fortifications of life would be of no use He added 
that even wealth, considered to be "the most usual support of age," may 
present some safety, but there is no pleasure. The time, he warned, 
... mnst come when our policy and bravery shall be 
equally useless; when we shall all sink into helplessness 
^Rambler, No. 29. 
2Ibid. 
3Ibid. 
^Rambler, No. 69. 
158 
and sadness, -without any power of receiving solace from 
the pleasures that have formerly delighted us, or any 
prospect of emerging into a second possession of the 
blessings that we have lost.* 
In addition, "Nothing seems to have been more universally dreaded 
by the ancients than orbity, or want of children • . .,"2 for to be old 
and alone in the world without acquaintances, companion, or loved ones, 
seemed a miserable state. 
Johnson wrote that young and old men, of course, have different 
outlooks on life. Youth is fired with "fullness of hope," "ardour of 
pursuit," "health," and "passion," and finds "nothing is so unpleasant 
as the cold caution, the faint expectations, the sorupulous diffidence, 
which experience and disappointments certainly infuse • . . ."® Age is 
filled with caution and admonition for the young. These outlooks result 
in "contempt or pity on either side." Tenderness, Johnson advised, is 
the virtue with which youth can reconcile opposition* 
... and an old man must be a father to bear with 
patience those follies and absurdities which he will 
perpetually imagine himself to find in the schemes 
and expectations, the pleasures and the sorrows, of 
those who have not yet been hardened by time, and 
chilled by frustration.* 
Johnson expressed doubt, however, whether the "pleasure" of seeing 
children "ripening into strength" would not be "overbalanced" by the 






growth"; and the futility of wearying oneself "to no purpose, by super¬ 
intending what he cannot regulate."^ 
Age, he observed, 
• . • is particularly to be dreaded by fine ladies, who 
have had no other end or ambition than to fill up the 
day and the night with dress, diversions, and flattery, 
and who, having made no acquaintance with knowledge, or 
with business, have constantly caught all their ideas 
from the current prattle of the hour, and been indebted 
for all their happiness to compliments and treats. 
Age begins early in these ladies, he stated, and often lasts long. 'When 
their beauty fades, their mirth loses its sprightliness, and their motion 
its ease, age is evident. Since they give no pleasure, they receive 
none. From neglect they realize that "their power and value are past," 
with only "tedious and comfortless uniformity of time, without ary motion 
of the heart, or exercise of the reason."^ 
Perhaps as a reminder or as a consolation to the aged and as a 
warning to the youthful, Johnson assured each that 
... however age may discourage us, by its appearance, 
from considering it in prospect, we shall all, by degrees, 
certainly be old; and therefore, we ought to inquire what 
provision can be made against that time of distress? 
What happiness can be stored up against the winter of 







Finally, he recommended piety as the "only proper and adequate 
relief of decaying man,” for "without religious hopes," man is doomed to 
endless misery.* 
The fear of death, Johnson noted, is accented or makes a deeper 
impression when death strikes close to one. Although other subjects 
occupy man’s mind, "the remembrance of death ought to predominate in our 
minds, as an habitual and settled principle, always operating, though 
not always perceived; . . . ."^ He advocated preparation for death, 
for "To neglect at any time preparation for death, is to sleep on our 
post at a siege; but to omit it in old age, is to sleep at an attack."3 
Just as he reminded his readers that old age was inevitable, he 
called their attention also to the one thing that all must remember— 
though the time and the place be uncertain, death will surely come, and 
fears may be somewhat alleviated if men would but realize that their 
striving for virtue is "the reflection that ffixeyj must die." This, he 
added, should be realized to a greater extent if, when they saw a 
funeral, they would be mindful of the time when they too "may be added 
to the number of those whose probation is past, and whose happiness or 
misery shall endure for ever."* 
Johnson experienced a personal reminder of the miseries 
occasioned by the death of a loved one and the inevitableness of death 
*Ibid. 




for all of us when his mother passed in January, 1759. He was deeply 
affected by her death, and toward her "he retained all his tender feel¬ 
ings even to the latest period of his life."* An entry by Boswell re¬ 
vealed that Sir John Hawkins, one of Johnson's close friends, had stated: 
In the beginning of the year 1759 an event happened for 
which it might be imagined he was well prepared, the 
death of his mother, who had attained the age of ninety; 
but he, whose mind had acquired no firmness by the con¬ 
templation of mortality, was as little able to sustain 
the shock, as he would have been had this loss befallen 
him in his nonage.^ 
Idler No. 41 oontains expressions of his grief for the loss of 
his mother. He expressed warmth toward and understanding of others 
who had had such a calamity to bring sorrow into their lives. Here, 
though elsewhere he had advocated making preparation for death, he indi¬ 
cated the realization that 
... notwithstanding the warnings of philosophers, and 
the daily examples of losses and misfortunes which life 
forces upon our observation, such is the absorption of 
our thoughts in the business of the present dsy, such 
as the resignation of our reason to empty hopes of 
future felicity, or such our unwillingness to foresee what 
we dread, that every calamity comes suddenly upon us, and 
not only presses us as a burden, but crushes as a blow.4 
The misery which hurts most, he noted, is the grief occasioned 
by the death of a friend or a parent. Other evils, he stated, are 
^Boswell, op. cit., I, 593. 
^Ibid., pp. 592-95. Boswell's quote is from Sir John Hawkins, 
Life of Johnson, p. 365. 
5Ibid., p. 393. 
4Idler, No. 41 
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taken as a "conmon course of nature" for which time brings some relief, 
but, with the death of his mother, whose life was the source of his plea¬ 
sure, there were no prospects of finding relief from his sadness.^ How¬ 
ever, he expressed belief that comfort and succour may be found in a 
"greater Power," for "to what hope may we not raise our eyes and hearts, 
when we consider that the greatest POWER is the Best?"** He assured his 
readers that 
• • • real alleviation of the loss of friends, and 
rational tranquillity, in the prospeot of our own 
dissolution, can be received only from the promises 
of Him in whose hands are life and death, and from 
the assurance of another and better state in which 
all tears will be wiped from the eyes, and the whole 
soul shall be filled with joy. Philosophy may infuse 
stubbornness, but Religion only can give patience.3 
Thus Johnson taught that it is only through religious piety and 
reverence that man should hope to receive consolation on the contem¬ 
plation of death or for the grief or sorrow inflicted upon him by the 
death of someone close and dear. 
Johnson recognized that man is a victim of passions and desires, 
for 
. • • the first motives of human actions are those 
appetites which providence has given to man in common 






From the very beginning, as we enter this world there are natural desires 
originating from thirst and hunger. These are later joined by our 
passions, thus causing us 
. . . to be sensible of hope and fear, love and hatred, 
desire and aversion; these arising from the power of 
comparison and reflection, extend their range wider, 
as our reason strengthens, and our knowledge enlarge s.^- 
There is no thought of pain at first, but as our experiences include it, 
fear and terror of it develop. Reason and experience teach us caution 
against that which produces pain and fear.^ 
However, as life’s activities became more varied, and native 
appetites are more easily supplied, intervals of inactivity develop 
artificial passions and new desires are produced. These passions cause 
us to set value upon those things which we have agreed to value—"things 
■which can neither satisfy hunger, nor mitigate pain, nor secure us from 
any real calamity . . . ."® By this process in human nature originate 
"avarice, vanity, ambition, and generally ... all those desires 
which arise from the comparison of our condition with that of others.*1 2 * 4 
Johnson recommended the use of restraint, caution, piety, and 
virtuous existence as means of alleviating the miseries caused by the 




4Ibid. Cf. Rambler, Ho. 104. 
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The corruptions and laxity of institutional society, as revealed 
in the introductory chapter, were everywhere to be discerned. A lack of 
purpose or ideal served as a hindrance to the success of organized 
society as well as to that of individual enterprise. Hardly any insti¬ 
tution could escape the criticism of being infested with corruption and 
vices of, among others, bigotry, fraud, intolerance, hatred, and neglect 
of duty. 
It was with true Augustan realism that Johnson looked upon man¬ 
kind as 
... one vast republick, where every individual reoeives 
many benefits from the labours of others, which, by 
labouring in his turn for others, he is obliged to repay; 
and that where the united efforts of all are not able to 
exempt all from misery, none have a right to withdraw 
their task of vigilance, or to be indulged in idle 
wisdom or solitary pleasures.* 
Thus, with the belief that just as individuals have responsibilities to 
society in carrying out their duties as good citizens, so it is that 
society must exert its organized efforts for the benefit of its mem¬ 
bers. With a sincere interest in the efforts of all mankind working 
toward a better life for all, Johnson was very critical of those 
practices which contributed nothing, as he contended, to the general 
improvement of society. 
As disclosed in Chapter I, exploration, discovery, and scien¬ 
tific research helped to characterize the age as one of inquiry and 
skepticism. Concerning scientific research, Johnson had this to says 
•^Idler, No. 19. 
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When a man employs himself upon remote and unnecessary 
subjeots, and wastes his life upon questions which oannot 
be resolved, and of which the solution would conduce very 
little to the advancement of happiness; when he lavishes 
his hours in calculating the weight of the terraqueous 
globe, or in adjusting successive systems of worlds beyond 
the reach of the telescope; he may be very properly re¬ 
called from his excursions by this precept, and reminded 
that there is a nearer being with which it is his duty 
to be more acquainted; and from which his attention has 
hitherto been withheld by studies to which he has no 
other motive than vanity or curiosity.^ 
Johnson further criticized men of learning for their failure to 
contribute to the common good of men. Their greatest fault, he explained, 
is their willingness 
• . • to study any thing rather than themselves; for which 
reason they are despised by those with whom they imagine 
themselves above oomparison; despised, as useless to 
common purposes, as unable to conduct the most trivial 
affairs, and unqualified to perform those offices by which 
the concatenation ^chain^ of society is preserved, and 
mutual tenderness excited and maintained.^ 
Praise, however, was given Socrates who, as Johnson stated, 
... drew the wits of Greece, by his instruction and 
examples, from the vain pursuit of natural philosophy 
to moral inquiries, and turned their thoughts from 
stars and tides, and matter and motion, upon the 
various mode of virtue, and relations of life. 
Johnson advised that for men of science and men of learning to 
be better prepared to fulfill a social need, they must, first of all, 
know themselves—their power and weakness—instead of studying with 
diligenoe, even to the extent of becoming insensible to human needs, and 




• • • resolutely struggling against nature, and contending 
for that which they never can attain, endeavouring to 
unite contradictions, and determined to excel in characters 
inconsistent with each other . . . 
England as a whole prospered during the eighteenth century. The 
economic condition of England in the eighteenth century improved. Par¬ 
ticularly was there an increase of wealth among the middle class—the 
new "moneyed class.However, according to Sydney, 
... poverty, though not on the increase, continued to 
increase to a sad extent throughout the metropolis. Much 
of it might have easily been prevented, and was due to 
early and improvident marriages, to unthrifty habits, and 
to drunkenness. On the other hand a vast amount of poverty 
was due to the lack of employment. Hundreds who were able 
and willing to work could not find in London any means of 
subsistence. In these circumstances orime increased to 
an appalling extent; for the ranks of the regular London 
thieves were always being reinforced by the dangerous and 
desperate from all parts of the Empire.3 
While Poor Laws had been passed by the government to alleviate 
some of the suffering of the poor, the sick, and the aged, there were 
still many people living in a poverty stricken and destitute condition. 
Johnson saw a dire need for an increased effort on the part of the pub¬ 
lic to provide charitable institutions for the poor, the aged, and the 
infirm whereby regular and permanent relief could be expected. He 
looted upon oharity as "inseparable from piety." In addition, "The de¬ 
votion of life or fortune to the succour of the poor, is a height of 
1Ibid. 
^Supra, p. 9. 
®Sydney, op. oit., I, 66 
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virtue, to which humanity has never risen by its own power,” but rather 
from the “doctrines of Christianity. 
Johnson, therefore, criticized the practice among many of aiding 
the poor, simply for ostentation or as a fad or fashion. He admitted, 
however, that 
• • • the present age, though not likely to shine hereafter 
among the most splendid periods of history has yet given 
examples of charity, which may be very properly recommended 
to imitation.^ 
But he expressed concern that charity was taken as a novelty, for 
• • • no sooner is a new species of misery brought to 
view, and a design of relieving it professed, that 
every band is open to contribute something, every 
tongue is busied in solicitation, and every art of 
pleasure is employed for a time in the interest of 
virtue.3 
He was fearful that the novelty or pleasure of contributing to the poor 
might at ary time come to an end and be replaced by some other. This 
fear may be diBoerned in his oonoern for hospitals for the aged and 
infirm. He explained: 
Yet as hospitals of the present time subsist only by 
gifts bestowed at pleasure, without any solid fund of 
support, there is danger lest the blaze of charily, 
which now burns with so much heat and splendour, 
should suddenly withdraw her smile, and inconstancy 
transfer the publick attention to something which may 
appear more eligible, because it will be new.* 





He criticized the habit of procrastinating, for, as he stated, 
... he that -waits for an opportunity to do much 
at once, may breathe out his life in idle -wishes, 
and regret, in the last hour, his useless inten¬ 
tions, and barren zeal.1 
Misconduct on the part of the "most active promoters of the present 
schemes of charity," he explained, "may awaken contempt or censure, 
and hasten that neglect which is likely to come too soon of itself."^ 
Also, 
... the open competitions between different hospitals, and 
the animosity with which their patrons oppose one another, 
may prejudice weak minds against them all. For it will 
not be easily believed, that any man can, for good reasons, 
wish to exclude another from doing good.3 
Therefore, he recommended that 
... the spirit of charity can only be continued by a 
reconciliation of these ridiculous feuds; and therefore, 
instead of contentions who shall be the only benefactor 
to the needy, let there be no other struggle than who 
shall be the first.4 
■While he criticized the seeming insincerity and impiety in the 
system of charity and ridiculed the open competitions and feuds among 
patrons of hospitals, Johnson was convinced that much money was wasted 
in support of the idle poor, that is, those who refused by their labor 
to help support themselves. In the employment of the industrious poor, 






recompense for their labors,^ but 
• • • it is an unhappy circumstance that one might give 
away five hundred pounds in a year to those that impor¬ 
tune in the streets, and not do any good.2 
Johnson’s deep concern for the poor and the aged extended far 
beyond that of making proposals* As noted here, as at other points in 
this study, Johnson was mindful of the sufferings of the unfortunate. 
He had known sorrow and poverty himself and was therefore not insensible 
to the sufferings of others. 
Johnson's heart was enlarged, his grasp of the real unim¬ 
paired. He was not in the least addicted to a vapid and 
unmeaning benevolence towards the race at large; like his 
friend Bathurst, he hated a fool and he hated a rogue; 
but towards the unfortunate and the outcast his own 
wretchedness, past and present, made him infinitely piti¬ 
ful and tender, 'of every friendless name the friend.' 
When he was given his modest pension, he did not sit down 
with the comfortable reflection, suave mari magno; he 
distributed, so far as we can make out, about two-thirds 
of it in helping those who were poorer and more helpless 
than himself. He added to his household of queer, infirm, 
destitute, and (it must be added) very quarrelsome old 
dependants, and what is more, he endured them to the end 
of their lives or his own. On the hard inhospitable 
cobbles of Fleet Street and the Strand he found poor 
harlots starving* regardless of his reputation he took 
them to taverns, fed them, and heard their tales. Once 
at least he carried one home to his house and nursed her.3 
Thus stirred to action by his warmth and benevolent spirit, Johnson gave 
help to the poor and destitute. 
^■Boswell, op. cit., Ill, 64-65. 
2Ibid., IV, 4. 
®Arundell Esdaile, "The Religion of Reality," The Contemporary 
Review, CXXX (December, 1926), 755. This is an excerpt of an address, 
^delivered at the second annual service at St. Clement Danes Chureh to 
oommemorate the one hundred and forty-first anniversary of the death of 
Dr. Johnson, 14th December, 1925." 
170 
The introductory ohapter revealed that during the age of Johnson 
crime was one of the great menaces to society, resulting from poverty 
and lack of employment. Attacks from thieves or highwaymen were common, 
thus making it unsafe for walking the streets or for traveling. As bur¬ 
glary was punishable by death, murder often accompanied theft. Many 
writers spoke out against the practice of the criminal courts in demanding 
that the extreme penalty be imposed upon persons found guilty of robbery. 
On the subject of orime and punishment, Krutch stated that the 
government officials 
... could not conceive of any method of dealing with the 
tide of crime other than the attempt to increase the rigor 
of the law until almost every felony except petty larceny 
was a capital offense.* 
Johnson was shocked to find that the extreme penalty was meted 
out to so many persons who were found guilty of crimes of varying nature. 
On this custom he wrote the essay, "The Necessity of Proportioning 
Punishments to Crime," an excerpt of which follows: 
On the days when the prisons of this city are emptied 
into the grave, let every spectator of the dreadful proces¬ 
sion put the same question to his own heart. Few amongst 
those that crowd in thousands to the legal massacre, and 
look with carelessness, perhaps with triumph, on the utmost 
exacerbations of human misery, would then be able to return 
without horrour and dejection. For, who can congratulate 
himself upon a life passed without some act more mischievous 
to the peace or prosperity of others, than the theft of a 
piece of money?2 
*Krutch, op. cit., p. 59 
^Rambler, No. 114. 
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It was customary for spectators to sit in a grandstand opposite 
the gallows watohing the victim slowly choke to death, a scene whioh 
gave pleasure and entertainment. Even men of education deemed it a 
treat to witness such a spectacle.* Johnson, however, viewed this sit¬ 
ting as a spectator while another met his death for a crime an evil and 
implored the spectator to search his heart to determine whether the 
victim was actually not less culpable than himself. 
That capital punishment was the usual penalty for crime was 
further substantiated and the practice attacked in the following passage: 
It has been always the practice, when any particular 
species of robbery becomes prevalent and common, to en¬ 
deavour its suppression by capital denunciations. Thus, 
one generation of malefactors is commonly cut off and 
their successors frighted into new expedients; the art 
of thievery is augmented with greater variety of fraud, 
and subtilized to higher degrees of dexterity, and more 
occult methods of conveyance. The law then renews the 
pursuit in the heat of anger, and overtakes the offender 
again with death. By this practice capital inflictions 
are multiplied, and crimes, very different in their degree 
of enormity, are equally subjected to the severest punish¬ 
ment that man has the power of exercising upon men.* 
le continued: 
This method has been long tried, but tried with so 
little success, that rapine and violence are hourly in¬ 
creasing, yet few seem willing to despair of its effi¬ 
cacy .... 
Death is, as one of the ancients observes, of dread¬ 
ful things the most dreadful; an evil, beyond which 
nothing can be threatened by sublunary power, or feared 
^Christie, op. oit., p. 241 
^Rambler, No. 114. 
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from human enmity or vengeance. This terrour should, 
therefore, be reserved as the last resort of authority, 
as the strongest and most operative of prohibitory sanc¬ 
tions, and placed before the treasure of life to guard 
from invasion what cannot be restored.! 
Johnson raised another issue against the frequency of capital 
punishment: 
The frequency of capital punishments ... rarely 
hinders the commission of a crime, but naturally and 
commonly prevents its detection, and is, if we pro¬ 
ceed only upon prudential principles, chiefly for that 
reason to be avoided.2 
In conclusion, Johnson made this observation: 
All laws against wickedness are ineffectual, unless 
some will inform, and some will prosecute; but till we 
mitigate the penalties for mere violations of property, 
information will always be hated and prosecution dreaded.3 
Johnson, then, spoke out against this injustice to humanity. 
He advised that the law be made less severe and that it be tempered with 
mercy, for the offender’s "crime shrinks to nothing, compared to his 
misery; and severity defeats itself by exciting pity."4 
A similar plea is made in two other essays in which he exposed 
and condemned practices which were evidences of cruelty to debtors. 
In the essay "Imprisonment of Debtors"® his main tenet is that 





5Idler, No. 22 
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’’often more than shares the guilt of improper trust.” The prime purpose 
in contracting the debt was the hope that it would serve an advantage 
to the creditor. He stated that 
... it seldom happens that any man imprisons another but 
for debts which he suffered to be contracted in hope of 
advantage to himself, and for bargains in which he propor¬ 
tioned his profit to his own opinion of the hazard; and 
there is no reason why one should punish the other for a 
contract in which both concurred.^ 
He concluded that "it is vain to continue an institution, which ex¬ 
perience shows to be ineffectual." The practice of imprisoning debtors 
had been in effect for one generation after another and yet there could 
be found no decrease in debtors. He noted that "we have now learned 
that rashness and imprudence will not be deterred from taking credit." 
His advice iss "Let us try whether fraud and avarice may be more 
easily restrained from giving it."2 
Thus he held the creditor just as guilty as the debtor, or more 
so. It is he who, in the offset, advances the contract for his own 
advantage. Johnson was of the conviction that debtors were made idle 
by imprisonment. This was bad for society, for, 
... to the community, sedition is fever, corruption 
is a gangrene, and idleness sin atrophy. Whatever body, 
and whatever society, wastes more than it acquires, 




to be fed, and ceases to labour, takes away something 
from the publick stock.l 
This theme is continued in a later essay, "Cruelty Shown to 
Debtors in Prison."2 "Mr. Idler" noted that since the publication of 
the essay concerning the condition of those who were confined in "gaols 
by their creditors, an inquiry into the matter had disclosed that more 
than twenty thousand are at this time prisoners for debt." 
This indeed aroused pity. 
A debtor is dragged to prison, pitied for a moment, and 
then forgotten} another follows him, and is lost alike 
in the caverns of oblivion; but when the whole mass of 
calamity rises up at once, when twenty thousand reason¬ 
able beings are heard all groaning in unnecessary misery, 
not by the infirmity of nature, but the mistake of neg¬ 
ligence of policy, who can forbear to pity and lament, 
to wonder and abhorÎ® 
Again he emphasized the fact that this enforced inactivity of 
such a large number of men caused the humanity and wisdom of the nation 
to be questioned. Exposing these men to 
... the corrosion of resentment, the heaviness of 
sorrow, the corruption of confined air, the want of 
exercise, and sometimes of food, the contagion of 
diseases, from which there is no retreat, and the 
severity of tyrants, against whom there can be no 
resistance, and all the complicated horrours of a 
prison, put an end every year to the life of one in 
four of those that are shut up from the common 
comforts of human life.* 
kbid. 




Imprisonment for debt, causing as many as twenty thousand men to be shut 
up in darkness and uselessness, withheld two-thirds of an army "which 
ourselves judge equal to the defense of our country." 
Not only was this policy detrimental to the debtor and to the 
country as a whole, Johnson emphasized, but the creditor himself de¬ 
veloped "a mind clouded with discontent" when he considered how much he 
had caused another to suffer and what pain and misery he had brought 
upon the wife and children of the imprisoned.^ 
Johnson hoped that these essays would awaken some minds to dread 
or pity; if not, he stated that he "must leave them to be awakened by 
p 
some other power, for I write only to human beings." He lashed out at 
the criminal code then in existence and advocated reform, although 
Christie reported that Besant remarked concerning Johnsoni "The writer 
was before his time; there were eighty years more of debtors* prisons 
before they were finally swept away."1 * 3 
Prostitution was another evil resulting perhaps from the general 
lewdness or impiousness of the period or from the devastating clutches 
of hunger and destitution. Its degenerating effect upon human dignity and 
upon the society as a whole was appalling and alarming. The prevalence 
1Ibid. 
o 
Ibid. Editor’s Note: "A series of Essays, entitled the Farrago, 
was published in 1792, for the benefit of the society for the discharge 
and relief of persons imprisoned for small debts .... The Congress of 
the United States passed a law in 1824, abolishing arrest and imprison¬ 
ment for debt. The measure has yet to stand the test of practice and 
experience." Works, IV, 263. 
* 
Christie, op. cit., p. 250. Quoted from Sir Walter Besant, 
London in the Eighteenth Century, p. 565. 
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of this vice and its crippling effects influenced many moralists of the 
period to speak out against it. 
"Johnson, from long residence in the neighborhood of Fleet Street 
and the Strand, and from his own acute powers of observation, knew all 
the aeamy side of London life He saw the real damaging effects of 
prostitution in its most miserable state. He witnessed the hurt, the 
pain, and the anguish which its victims suffered. 
To call his readers* attention to the miseries resulting from 
prostitution, he shared with them the story of Misella, which was told 
2 
to him by a poor girl under a tree in King’s Bench Walk. 
Misella related that she was a gentleman's daughter, seduced 
by a wealthy relative, who afterwards abandoned her. Unable to obtain 
employment, she was driven to the streets for a living. 
Misella probably spoke for other women in her condition when she 
said: 
Many of the beings which are now rioting in taverns, 
or shivering in the streets, have been corrupted, not by 
arts of gallantry, which stole gradually upon the affec¬ 
tions and laid prudence asleep, but by the fear of losing 
benefits which were never intended, or of incurring 
resentment which they could not escapej some have been 
frighted by masters, and some awed by guardians into 
ruin.® 
Thus she gave what might be an explanation of the reason for her submis¬ 
sion to her seducer. 
Xbid«# PP» 251—52. 
^Rambler, Nos. 170 and 171. 
®Rambler, No. 170 
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In another letter to "Mr. Rambler,"^ she described the kind of 
life to which 8he was forced after her relative abandoned her. 
In this abject state I have now passed four years, 
the drudge of extortion and the sport of drunkenness; 
sometimes the property of one man, and sometimes the 
common prey of accidental lewdnessj at one time tricked 
up for sale by the mistress of a brothel, at another 
begging in the streets to be relieved from hunger by 
wickedness; without any hope in the day but of finding 
some whom folly or excess may expose to my allurements, 
and without any reflections at night, but such as guilt 
and terrour impress upon me 
Perhaps through the words uttered by Misella, Johnson proposed 
a remedy for this evil. 
It is said, that in France they annually evacuate 
their streets, and ship their prostitutes and vagabonds 
to their colonies. If the women that infest this city 
had the same opportunity of escaping from their miseries, 
I believe very little force would be necessary; for who 
among them can dread any change? Many of us, indeed, are 
wholly unqualified for any but the most servile employ¬ 
ments, and those, perhaps, would require the care of a 
magistrate to hinder them from following the same practices 
in another country; but others are only precluded by in¬ 
famy from reformation, and would gladly be delivered, on 
any terms, from the necessity of guilt, and the tyranny 
of chance. No place but a populous city, can afford 
opportunities for open prostitution; and where the eye 
of justice can attend to individuals, those who cannot be 
made good may be restrained from mischief. For my part, 
I should exult at the privilege of banishment, and think 
myself happy in any region that should restore me once 
again to honesty and peace.3 
Johnson was also of the conviction that this social evil could 
be controlled by enforcement of severe laws. In reply to Boswell who 




had asked if Johnson would allow fornication, Johnson stated: 
To be sure I would not, Sir. I would punish it much 
more than it is done, and so restrain it. In all 
countries there has been fornication, as in all 
countries there has been theft; but there may be 
more or less of the one, as well as of the other, in 
proportion to the force of the law. All men will 
naturally commit fornication, as all men will naturally 
steal. And, Sir, it is very absurd to argue, as has 
been often done, that prostitutes are necessary to 
prevent the violent effects of appetite from violating 
the decent order of life; nay, should be permitted, in 
order to preserve the chasity of our wives and daugh¬ 
ters. Depend upon it, Sir, severe laws, steadily en¬ 
forced, would be sufficient against those evils, and 
would promote marriage.! 
Johnson’s love of humanity and his tender and warm acuteness to 
human suffering fired him to speak out against inhumanity wherever it 
existed. As he had protested against ill treatment of servants, 
children, and the poor, he lashed out against bondage of human beings. 
Boswell, in confirming Johnson’s stand against slavery, stated 
that Johnson 
• • • had always been very zealous against slavery in 
every form, in which I, with all deference, thought 
that he discovered 'a zeal without knowledge.’ Upon 
one occasion, when in company with some very grave 
men at Oxford, his toast was, ’Here’s to the next 
insurrection of the Negroes in the West Indies. 
Eoswell shared with his readers a copy of an argument "in favor 
of the Negro who was then claiming his liberty, in an action in the Court 
of Sessions in Scotland," which he had requested Johnson to dictate to 
^Boswell, op. oit.. Ill, 20. 
2Ibid., pp. 227-28. 
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him.1 Excerpts from this argument follow. 
It must be agreed that in most ages many countries 
have had part of their inhabitants in a state of slavery; 
yet it may be doubted whether slavery can ever be sup¬ 
posed the natural condition of man. It is impossible 
not to conceive that men in their original state were 
equal; and very difficult to imagine how one would be 
subjected to another but by violent compulsion. An 
individual may, indeed, forfeit his liberty by a crime; 
but he cannot by a crime forfeit the liberty of his 
children .... He is certainly subject by no law, 
but that of violenoe, to his present master; who pre¬ 
tends no claim to his obedience, but that he bought him 
from a merchant of slaves, whose right to sell him never 
was examined .... The laws of Jamaica afford a Negro 
no redress. His colour is considered as a sufficient 
testimony against him. It is to be lamented that moral 
right should ever give way to political convenience. 
But if temptations of interest are sometimes too strong 
for human virtue, let us at least retain a virtue where 
there is no temptation to quit it. In the present case 
there is apparent rigjit on one side, and no convenience 
on the other. Inhabitants of this island can neither 
gain riches nor power by taking away the liberty of any 
part of the human species. The sum of the argument is 
this:—No man is by nature the property of another: 
The defendant is, therefore, by nature free: The rights 
of nature must be some way forfeited before they can be 
justly taken away: That the defendant has by any act 
forfeited the rights of nature we require to be proved; 
and if no proof of such forfeiture can be given, we 
doubt not but the justice of the court will declare him 
free.2 
Johnson argued for the natural rigjht of man; that he should be freed of 
any form of forced servitude without due process of law which would 
determine whether he had forfeited his natural freedom. 
1Ibid., p. 227. 
*Tbid., pp. 229-31. 
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One may find a denunciation of the system of slavery also in The 
Idler» In the essay, "Amazonian Bravery Revived," he stated: "But of 
hlaok men the numbers are too great who are now repining under English 
cruelty."^- The essay, "The Indian's Speech to His Countrymen," voiced 
Johnson's reproach of the exploitation and ill treatment of slaves. The 
essay tells of an Indian chief who, standing "upon a rock surrounded by 
his clan, and from behind the shelter of the bushes, contemplated the 
art and regularity of European war."1 2 * 4 * Recalling what his elders had 
related to him concerning European invaders, he said to his followers: 
Those invaders ranged over the continent slaughtering, 
in their rage, those that resisted, and those that sub¬ 
mitted, in their mirth. Of those that remained, some ’ 
were buried in caverns, and condemned to dig metals 
for their masters; some were employed in tilling the 
ground, of which foreign tyrants devour the produoe; 
and, when the sword and the mines have destroyed the 
natives, they supply their place by human beings of 
another colour, brought from some distant country to 
perish here under toil and torture.® 
These essays and the notes from Boswell attest to the fact that Johnson 
considered slavery a moral injustice to the human race. 
The miseries and injustices inflicted upon man were not the only 
concern of Johnson. He was aware of and criticized cruelty to animals. 
The introductory chapter oalled attention to the ill use of animals 
simply for amusement.^7 Vivisection was a prevalent source of entertain¬ 
ment in this period, in which animals were dissected publicly and left 
1Idler, No. 87. 
2Idler, No. 81. 
5Ibid. 
4 
Supraj pp# 32-35. 
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for the amusement of on-lookers.^ Johnson spoke out against this cruel 
treatment of animals. He wrote: 
The Idlers that sport only with inanimate nature may 
claim some indulgence; if they are useless, they are 
still innocent; but there are others, whom I know not 
how to mention without more emotion than my love of 
quiet willingly admits. Among the inferior professors 
of medical knowledge, is a race of wretches, whose lives 
are only varied by varieties of cruelty; whose favourite 
amusement is to nail dogs to tables and open them alive; 
to try how long life may be continued in various degrees 
of mutilation, or with the excision or laceration of the 
vital parts; to examine whether burning irons are felt 
more acutely by the bone or tendon; and -whether the more 
lasting agonies are produced by poison forced into the 
mouth, or injected into the veins. 
It is not without reluctance that I offend the 
sensibility of the tender mind with images like these. 
If such cruelties were not practised, it were to be 
desired that they should not be conceived; but since 
they are published every day with ostentation, let me 
be allowed once to mention them, since I mention them 
with abhorrence.2 
He commented that it was time that universal resentment should rise 
against such 
... horrid operations, which tend to harden the heart, 
extinguish those sensations which give man confidence 
in man, and make the physician more dreadful than the 
gout or stone.® 
Johnson struck out against these practices in the medical profession, 
which had admitted a number of "quacks." He called for a sane and 
humane attitude toward the practice of medicine and the treatment of 
animals « 
^Christie, op. cit., p. 255. 
2Idler, No. 17. 
3 Ibid. 
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Johnson was acutely aware of the ills of his age, characterized 
by corruption, vice, and injustice. As a professed moralist, he took 
upon himself the task of mirroring these ills before the public that 
the guilty might see himself and mend his aotions and that the innocent 
might become cautious and continue in a virtuous life. 
"Because of Johnson’s insistence upon looking at life steadily 
and without fear of what Truth might reveal," Houston has likened him 
to Socrates,for whom Johnson seemed to have had much admiration. Hot 
only in writing was this admiration expressed, but in referring to 
Socrates, Johnson said to Boswell: 
It was his labour to turn philosophy from the study of 
nature to speculations upon life; but the innovators 
whom I oppose are turning off attention from life to 
nature. They seem to think that we are placed here to 
watch the growth of plants, or the motions of the stars. 
Socrates was rather of the opinion that what we had to 
learn was how to do good and avoid evil.2 
Both men were realists with a deep insight into the heart and affairs 
of man, demanding, very practically, that man as a rational being must 
be guided by reason and moral precepts. 
Johnson as a moralist was not content in pointing out the evils 
which were undermining Christian endeavors and destroying man’s chanoes 
for a rich and happy life; in addition, along with his indictments 
against immorality, he attempted to offer some comfort and succor to 
the weak and inspiration and encouragement to the strong. 
^■Houston, op. cit., pp. 250-51. 
^Boswell, op. cit., Ill, 407-08, n. 3. 
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He always implored his readers to use their intellectual powers, 
for ’’Reason,” he stated, "is the great distinction of human nature, the 
faculty by which we approach to some degree of association with celestial 
intelligences ."1 It is to be remembered, he explained, 
... that all action has its origin in the mind, and that, 
therefore, to suffer the thoughts to be vitiated, is to 
poison the foundations of morality; irregular desires will 
produce licentious practices; what men allow themselves 
to wish, they will soon believe, and will be at last incited 
to execute what they please themselves with contriving.2 
Furthermore, 
No man has ever been drawn to crimes by love or jealousy, 
envy or hatred, but he can tell how easily he might at 
first have obeyed a call to any other object, and how weak 
his passion has been after some casual avocation, till he 
has recalled it again to his heart, and revived the viper 
by too warm a fondness. 
Such, therefore, is the importance of keeping reason 
a constant guard over imagination, that we have otherwise 
no security for our own virtue. • . .3 
Moreover, he 
... that would govern his actions by the laws of virtue, 
must regulate his thoughts by those of reason, he must 
keep guilt from the recesses of his heart, and remember 
that the pleasures of fancy, and the emotions of desire, 
are most dangerous as they are more hidden, since they 
escape the awe of observation, and operate equally in 
every situation, without the concurrence of external 
opportunities.* 
Johnson’s insistence upon the tenet that happiness, the end 
toward which mankind is or should be striving, comes from within rather 
^•Rambler, No. 162. 




than without, is repeated in several of the essays. Many of these, 
already cited, stressed the futility of man's search for happiness or 
ease of pain through some outside influence or change. Johnson reminded 
his readers frequently that "man should never suffer his happiness to 
depend upon external circumstances ... ."■*■ Also, citing Cowley as 
an example of those who sought relief and succor through change, he 
admonishedt 
It is common for a man, who feels pain, to fancy that he 
could bear it better in any other part. Cowley, having 
known the troubles and perplexities of a particular con¬ 
dition, readily persuaded himself that nothing worse was 
to be found, and that every alteration would bring some 
improvements he never suspected that the cause of his 
unhappiness was within, that his passions were not suffi¬ 
ciently regulated, and that he was harrassed by his own 
impatience, which could never be without something to 
awaken it, would accompany him over the sea, and find 
its way to his American elysium. He would, upon the 
trial, have been soon convinced, that the fountain of 
content must spring up in the mind; and that he who has 
so little knowledge of human nature, as to seek happi¬ 
ness by changing anything but his own dispositions, will 
waste his life in fruitless efforts, and multiply the 
griefs which he purposes to remove.2 
His words of comfort were to men and women of all ages, of all 
classes. In a very beautiful and warm essay, ”A Meditation on the Spring," 
he indicated that some people had been able to see and understand the 
beauties of nature, which are capable of drawing the susceptible mind 
upon subjects for contemplation or reflection. As he expressed the 
opinion that it is necessary for man to have time for reflection, 
Johnson explained: 
^•Rambler, No. 6. 
2Ibid. 
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There is, indeed, something inexpressibly pleasing in 
the annual renovation of the world, and the new display 
of the treasures of nature. The cold and darkness of 
winter, with the naked deformity of every object on 
which we turn our eyes, make us rejoice at the succeeding 
season, as well for what we have escaped as for what we 
may enjoy; and every budding flower, which a warm situation 
brings early to our view, is considered by us as a messen¬ 
ger to notify the approach of more joyous days.l 
In contrast to winter, 
... the spring affords to a mind, so free from the dis¬ 
turbance of cares or passions as to be vacant to calm 
amusements, almost every thing that our present state 
makes us capable of enjoying. The variegated verdue of 
the fields and woods, the succession of grateful odours, 
the voice of pleasure pouring out its notes on every side, 
with the gladness apparently conceived by every animal, 
from the growth of his food, and the clemency of the 
weather, throw over the whole earth an air of gaiety, 
significantly expressed by the smile of nature. 
Yet there are men to whom these scenes are able to 
give no delight, and who hurry away from all the varie¬ 
ties of rural beauty, to lose their hours and divert 
their thoughts by cards or assemblies, a tavern dinner, 
or the prattle of the day.^ 
Johnson continued by saying that when a man has reached the 
point that he cannot bear his own company, something is wrong. Johnson 
was of the notion that such a person 
... must fly from himself either because he feels a 
tediousness in life from the equipoise of an empty mind, 
which, having no tendency to one motion more than another, 
but as it is impelled by some external power, must always 
have recourse to foreign objects; or he must be afraid 
of the intrusion of some unpleasing ideas, and, perhaps, 
is struggling to escape from the remembrance of a loss, 
^Rambler, No. 5. 
2Ibid. 
186 
the fear of a calamity, or some other thought of greater 
horrour.3- 
Moreover, he believed that 
• • • he that enlarges his curiosity after the work of 
nature, demonstrably multiplies the inlets to happiness; 
and, therefore, the younger part of my readers, to whom 
I dedicate this vernal speculation, must excuse me for 
calling upon them, to mate use at once of the spring of 
life; to acquire, while their minds may be yet impressed 
with new images, a love of innocent pleasures, and an 
ardour for useful knowledge; and to remember, that a 
blighted spring makes a barren year, and that the 
vernal flowers, however beautiful and gay, are only 
intended by nature as preparatives to autumnal fruits.^ 
•*Tbid. A self-analysis seems to be given here. Boswell carries 
a description of Johnson's fits of melancholia which he claimed he had 
inherited from his father and had made him mad all his life. Boswell, 
op. oit», V, 244; I, 166-67. He further stated that "The 'morbid 
me lane'holy, ' which was lurking in his constitution, and to which we 
may ascribe those particularities, and that aversion to regular life, 
which, at a very early period marked his character, gathered much 
strength in his twentieth year, as to afflict him in a dreadful 
manner. "While he was at Lichfield, in the college vacation of the 
year 1729, he felt himself overwhelmed with an horrible hypochondria, 
with perpetual irritation, fretfulness, and impatience; and with a 
dejection, gloom and despair, which made existence misery. From this 
dismal malady he never afterwards was perfectly relieved; and all his 
labours, and all his enjoyments, were but temporary interruptions of 
its baleful influence.” Ibid., I, 72-74. In addition, "To Johnson, 
whose supreme enjoyment was the exercise of his reason, the disturbance 
or obscuration of that faculty was the evil most to be dreaded. In¬ 
sanity, therefore, was the object of his most dismal apprehension; 
and he fancied himself seized by it, or approaching to it, at the very 
time when he was giving proofs of a more than ordinary soundness and 
vigour of judgnent." Ibid., pp. 76-77. His dread of solitude was 
noticeable. To ease this dread, he surrounded himself with company, 
for "any company, any employment whatever, he preferred to being 
alone." Ibid., p. 167. These ills along with his physical infirmi¬ 
ties at times made life almost unbearable. 
^Rambler, No. 5. 
187 
His reminder to the aged -was that virtuous old age is always 
reverenced. Old men 
• • • who have had opportunities of establishing their 
authority over minds ductile and unresisting, they who have 
been the protectors of helplessness, and the instructors of 
ignorance, and who yet retain in their own hands the power 
of wealth, and the dignity of command, must defeat their 
influence by their own misconduct, and make use of all 
these advantages with very little skill, if they cannot 
secure to themselves an appearance of respect, and ward 
off open mockery, and declared contempt.! 
To all mankind there is this consolations 
It is not therefore from this world, that ary ray of 
comfort can proceed, to cheer the gloom of the last hour. 
But futurity has still its prospects; there is yet happi¬ 
ness in reserve, which if we transfer our attention to 
it, will support us in the pains of disease, and the 
languor of decay. This happiness we may expect with 
confidence, because it is out of the power of chance, 
and may be attained by all that sincerely desire and 
earnestly pursue it. On this therefore every mind ought 
finally to rest. Hope is the chief blessing of man, and 
that hope only is rational, of which we are certain that 
it cannot deceive us.^ 
Addressing all mankind, he admonished also that the choice of 
a life of folly or one of virtue is theirs. The "balance is put into 
^their^ own hands, and ^thejr^ have power to transfer the weight to 
either side."® He added: 
The great art, therefore, of piety, and the end for 
which all the rites of religion seem to be instituted is 
the perpetual renovation of the motives to virtue, by a 
voluntary employment of our mind in contemplation of its 
^Rambler, No. 50. 
^Rambler, No. 203. 
^Rambler, No. 7 
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excellence, its importance, and its necessity, which, in 
proportion as they are more frequently and more willingly 
revolved, gain a more forcible and permanent influence, 
till in time they become the reigning ideas, the standing 
principles of action, and the test by which every thing 
proposed to the judgment is rejected or approved.^ 
He emphasized that if men are able to do this, then they have gained 
... that conquest of the world and of fêhemselvea/, which 
has been always considered as the perfection of human 
nature; and this is only to be obtained by fervent prayer, 
steady resolutions, and frequent retirement from folly and 
vanity, from the cares of avarice, and the joys of in¬ 
temperance, from the lulling sounds of deceitful flattery, 
and the tempting sight of prosperous wickedness.2 
The analysis of the essays made in this chapter shows that 
Johnson's moral tenets were those of a practical moralist and of one 
whose guiding principles were based upon the teachings of Christianity. 
This was noted in his moral outlook on life, advising man to seek a pious 
and virtuous life which would aid him in his search for truth and happi¬ 
ness. His awareness and understanding of the moral ills of his day are 
revealed throughout the essays of The Rambler and The Idler. As one 
who was sincerely concerned with and appalled at the increasing ill 
effects of the forces working to destroy man and the universe, he, in 
a very practical and realistic manner, urged men to act as rational 
beings and strive for a virtuous life. 
The social life of the eighteenth century greatly influenced the 




particularly that which was didactic in nature, would have a realistic 
and lasting influence upon society as a whole. In effect, to show this 
has been the object of this study. It yet remains the task of this 
author to examine The Rambler and The Idler in Chapter IV for Johnson's 
reflections upon literary practices and controversies of his day. 
CHAPTER IV 
JOHNSON THE LITERARY CRITIC 
"Literature seems indeed drawing ‘apace to its dissolution," 
said Thomas Gray in 1747, according to Joseph Brown, as he voiced the 
"dissatisfaction which the mid-eighteenth century in England was be¬ 
ginning to feel towards the Republic of Letters."* Brown suggested 
that perhaps "crystallization" rather than "dissolution" 
... would have been the right word, for the trouble 
with literature lay precisely in the lack of fluidity 
and solubility. It was suffering from a hardening of 
the arteries. The springs of Helicon had become but 
distilled water, refined to be sure, but lacking 
those living bacteria which prevent insipidity.* 
There was a general tendency to turn literature "into a cookery 
book with a set recipe for every dish • . .," thereby attracting "a 
horde of literary homunculi, and the consequent over-production had 
inevitably resulted in mechanical inferiority and imitation."3 
Even criticism had become a "formularized and imitative" art.4 
In 1740, Shenstone wrote, as quoted by Brown, 
^Joseph Epes Brown, The Critioal Opinions of Samuel Johnson 
(New York, 1961), p. xv. 
2Ibid. 
3 
Ibid., pp. xv-xvi. 
4Ibid., p. xvi. 
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There’s not a drawer, a chair or hackney coach-man but 
is politician, poet and judge of polite literature. 
Chimney sweepers damn the Convention, and black-shoe-boys 
cry up the genius of Shakespeare.! 
In general, ’’The Dick Minims of criticism canted from the Coffee Houses 
of nature and Manners and Unities and Aristotle ad nauseam,and as 
Thomas Warton "summed it all up, ’We live in the days of writing by 
rules.' "1 2 3 
Nevertheless, by 1750 "there were disintegrating forces at work 
upon neo-classicism.”'4 5 Liberalism or movement away from orthodoxy was 
in evidence. One is here reminded that, 
... the two chief literary enthusiasms of the eighteenth 
century, after the death of Pope, concerned two pronounced 
liberals in thought or expression, judged by the conven¬ 
tional standards of the ages Shakespeare and Milton.3 
Each was judged and criticized by set standards. For his irregularities 
as measured against these standards, Shakespeare "was easily pardoned on 
the score of the rudeness of his age ... ."6 With regard to Milton, 
the "conservatives" 
... judged his epic, to their satisfaction by Aristotelian 
cannons, gloried in the didaotic and classical elements of 






6Ibid., p. xvii. 
192 
sentences, ■which was their conception of the Miltonic 
style.! 
The "radicals,” on the other hand, 
... found in him a champion of both political and 
poetical freedom, and seriously damaged the prestige 
of the heroic couplet by exalting Milton’s blank 
verse.1 2 * 4 
Brown concluded that the admiration for Shakespeare and Milton, "however 
misguided in certain aspects, could have but one result in the long runj 
it inevitably made for tolerance and a relaxation of the severities of 
neo-classicism. " 
The influences working against established or set standards 
included other individual authors, likB Longinus, the critic who "brought 
a semblance of fire and feeling to an age of Reason, and yet lent them 
respectability through his authority as a classic,"* and as the period 
waned, other emotional forces encompassed "the novel of sensibility, 
the sentimental comedy, the poetry of the graveyard school and the 
’Gothic’ tale of horror."5 
In the areas of philosophy and social theory changing forces 
were at work also. The writings of Rosseau, the cult of the "noble 







against slavery, "and the founding of the Magdalen charity for repentant 
prostitutes--all these are but symptoms, frequently diseased, which 
nevertheless mark the final breaking up of habits of thought which had 
dominated for nearly a century. 
This study concerns itself with one of the forces which "played 
a conspicuous part in disintegrating this tradition of dogma."2 Exactly 
what was Johnson's stand on certain of the literary issues of the latter 
half of the eighteenth century, and upon what literary creed did he form 
the bases for his critical reflections? These are the basic questions 
with which Chapter IV will be concerned. 
Following the death of Pope, Johnson was acclaimed, as the intro¬ 
ductory chapter revealed, the literary dictator of the eighteenth cen¬ 
tury. To have achieved this rank, Johnson must have been well quali¬ 
fied for the position. This study reveals Johnson’s extensive prepara¬ 
tion and, therefore, qualifications as a literary dictator. Tfriting on 
this idea, Houston stated that with a background of 
• • • immense learning, with exceptional lexicographical 
and linguistic training, and with a remarkably thorough 
knowledge of both ancient and modern literature and 
criticism, he became the best English example of the 
classical critic.® 
In addition to his formal training and interest in the classics, 
• • • Johnson was attracted by subjects pertaining to the 
personal concerns of men of letters, the miseries and 
J-Ibid. 
2Ibid. 
^Houston, op. cit., pp. 246-47* 
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dangers of literary ambition, the relations of authors 
with the public in the years when declining patronage of 
literary genius made the profession of writing a hazardous 
one. No periodical author before him so often dwelt upon 
the literary profession, its disappointments, anxieties, 
and. rewards. No previous essay sheet devoted so much 
space to general observations upon criticism.1 
To have the knowledge and understanding of the cultural milieu 
and the literary environment in which he wrote is necessary for the 
comprehension of Johnson himself and of his literary principles. As 
Houston stated: 
No man can be studied quite free from his environment, 
least of all such a one as Johnson, who contains in him¬ 
self so much of the past and upon that past has built 
the foundation of his thinking and his faith.2 
Therefore, an investigation of Johnson’s scholarly preparation for the 
literary profession and his role as the literary czar of his age is, at 
this point, pertinent to the study. 
Johnson followed a line of great sixteenth century scholars 
who 
... not only laid the foundation of subsequent criti¬ 
cism of the neo-classic type, but remained the basis 
of the great number of textual and exegetical commen¬ 
taries which followed them.5 
By his immense learning in many branches of knowledge and by "self 
assumed authority,” the "Renaissance scholar-in-us” asserted himself 
p. 121. 
^Walter Graham, English literary Periodicals (Ne 
^Houston, op. cit., p. 8. 
3Ibid. 
9 / i 
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as judge "in literary and textual criticism," and -was prepared to defend 
his judgments "against all comers."* 
None too gentle in his methods, by force of self-assertion 
and the dogmatism characteristic of all who suddenly find 
absolute power granted them, he created for himself a 
dictatorship over the domain of letters from which he 
received the traditional homage that the laymen of every 
age are ready to pay to men of apparently universal 
knowledge .2 
Of these sixteenth-century scholars, Houston cited several. 
There was the 
... mighty Julius Caesar Scaliger, for example, the 
prototype of all literary dictators, /pho/ displayed 
the immense range of his reading in his Poetics, and 
this book, though continually attacked and defended, 
long remained the final word on the subject of 
literary criticism.^ 
There were 
... other scholars, men distinguished in many lines 
of activity, such as Hugo Grotius, the distinguished 
Dutch jurist, who proved himself a profound theologian 
and the best exegete of the day and found time to be¬ 
come one of the modern masters of Latin verse, and 
Erasmus, the most important figure in the literature 
of Europe during the first half of the sixteenth 
century, /and/ are /pXÎj representative of the 
polymath, the leviathan of learning, dominating 
contemporary thought by means of his superior 
intellectual attainments.^ 
Houston added that 
... with the rise of neo-classicism in England, this 
tradition was carried over into that country also; and 
*Ibid., pp. 8-9. 




Ben Jonson and Dryden are the seventeenth-century 
examples of the man of learning who by his own 
accomplishment in letters gained the privilege of 
dictating how a performance should be judged and of 
laying down the laws of successful literary effort.^ 
Having served their term in "the seat of authority above the listening 
senate," they in turn "passed on the sceptre to Addison and Pope, whence 
it descended to Dr. Johnson, the great Cham of literature, in whose 
possession its glory blazed and died."2 
The eighteenth century exhibited its great respect for learning 
on a variety of subjects and showed "its willingness to yield its judg¬ 
ment to men of recognized authority in the field of criticism . . . *"® 
In this respect it "was not too far behind its predecessors."4 Lite 
its predecessors, 
... it too was a century of learning; the tradition of 
Bentley remained, and such scholars as Porson and Dr. 
Parr and Bishop Lowth were not unworthy of the great past. 
But Johnson's qualifications to be a literary dictator 
were greater than theirs, for his impressive reputation 
as moralist and critic and his fame as a conversationalist 
had made him the accepted authority on matters of public 
taste, even to a degree on matters of national policy and 
state smanship•® 
Continuing, Houston added that Johnson's 
... learning was not exclusively literary; ... he was 
versed in law, in medicine, even in agriculture, proving 
llbid. 
2Ibid. 
3lbid., pp. 9-10. 
4Ibid., p. 10. 
5Ibid. 
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the effort he made to pursue his studies in many 
lines • . • • He indeed is reported to have declared: 
'Perfect good breeding consists in having no particular 
mark of any profession, but a general elegance of manners.' 
Johnson may not have conformed in outward appearance to 
this type, but his humanism reached out toward it as a 
wholly realizable ideal.1 
Although Johnson was not essentially a scientist, 
... he possessed some knowledge of astronomy, and he 
had improvised in his lodgings a small chemical labora¬ 
tory by means of which he contrived to fight his enemy, 
solitude.1 2 3 4 
■While Johnson was interested in a number of subjects, it is as 
the man of letters that we know him. Also 
... as he was the last of the great classical critics, 
so by position and attainments he was fitted to become 
the last example in England of the literary aristarch, 
before whose tribunal contemporary literature must 
receive its sentence of praise or blame.* 
A more detailed study of the life of Johnson reveals the extent 
to which he was prepared for a literary career and to what extent he 
"presided over the deliberations of literary councils."* 
As a young student at the grammar school of Stourbridge, where 
he remained "little more than a year," Johnson exhibited early poetical 
genius in doing translations of the classics. For school exercises and 




4Ibid., p. 11 
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works of Virgil, Horace, and Homer.* Aocording to Boswell: 
The two years which he spent at home, after his return 
from Stourbridge, he passed in what he thought idleness,** 
and was scolded by his father for his want of steady 
application. He had no settled plan of life, nor looked 
forward at all, but merely lived from day to day. Yet he 
read a great deal in a desultory manner, without any 
scheme of study, as chance threw books in his way, and 
inclination directed him through them.3 
Boswell wrote of an incident which sheds some light on his casual reading 
as a boy. He stated: 
Having imagined that his brother had hid some apples 
behind a large folio upon an upper shelf in his father's 
shop, he climbed up to search for them. There were no 
apples; but the large folio proved to be Petrarch, whom 
he had seen mentioned in some preface, as one of the 
restorers of learning. His curiosity having been thus 
excited, he sat down with avidity, and read a great part 
of the book.4 
Accounting for his reading during his two years at home, Boswell com¬ 
mented that Johnson said to him that what he had read 
... was not works of mere amusement, ’not voyages 
and travels, but all literature, Sir, all ancient 
writers, all manly: though but little Greek, only 
some of Anacreon and Hesiod; but in this irregular 
manner (added he) I had looked into a great many 
books, which were not commonly known at the Universi¬ 
ties, where they seldom read any books but what are 
^Boswell, op. cit., I, 59-65. 
O 
It is reported, however, that he later said to Boswell, "Sir, 
in my early years I read very hard. It is a sad reflection, but a true 
one, that I knew almost as much at eighteen as I do now." Ibid., p. 65, 
n. 1; p. 516. It is reported also, that he had stated that "his great 
period of study was from the age of twelve to that of eighteen." Ibid. 
5Ibid. 
4Ibid., pp. 65-66. 
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put into their hands by their tutors; so that -when I 
came to Oxford, Dr. Adams, now Master of Pembroke 
College, told me I was the best qualified for the 
University that he had ever known come there 
A later entry by Boswell revealed that the "particular course 
of his reading while at Oxford, and during the time of vacation which 
he passed at home, cannot be traced.Boswell added, however, that 
Johnson informed him that 
... from his earliest years he loved to read poetry, 
but hardly ever read any poem to an end; that he read 
Shakespeare at a period so early, that the speech of 
the ghost in Hamlet terrified him when he was alone; 
that Horace's Odes were the compositions in which he 
took most delight, and it was long before he liked his 
Epistles and Satires.3 
In addition, Boswell reported: 
He told me what he read solidly at Oxford was Greek; not 
the Grecian historians, but Homer and Euriphides, and 
now and then a little Epigram; that the study of which 
he was the most fond was Metaphysicks, but he had not 
read much, even in that way.1 2 * 4 5 
Boswell, however, expressed the opinion that Johnson had done injustice 
to his account of his reading, and that 
... he must have been speaking with reference to the 
vast portion of study which is possible, and to which 
a few scholars in the whole history of literature have 
attained; • • . .® 
1Ibid., p. 66. 
2Ibid«, p. 81. 
^Ibid., pp. 81-82. 




Trying him by that criterion upon which he formed his 
judgment of others, we may be absolutely certain, both 
from his writings and his conversation, that his reading 
was very extensive. Dr. Adam Smith, than whom few were 
better judges on this subject, once observed to me that 
’Johnson knew more books than any man alive.’ He had a 
peculiar facility in seizing at once what was valuable 
in any book, without submitting to the labour or perus¬ 
ing it from beginning to end.l 
Boswell stated also that "he had, from the irritability of his consti¬ 
tution, at all times, an impatience and hurry when he either read or 
wrote,"2 and that "his most excellent works were struck off at a heat, 
with rapid exertion."3 
Boswell added that even though there are evidences of his rapid 
reading and composition, 
... yet he appears, from his early notes or memorandums 
in my possession, to have at various times attempted, or 
at least planned, a methodical course of study, according 
to computation, of which he was all his life fond, as it 
fixed his attention steadily upon something without, and 
prevented his mind from preying upon itself.^ Thus I 
find in his handwriting the number of lines in each of 
two of Euripides’ Tragedies, of the Georgicks of Virgil, 
of the first six books of the Aeneid, of Horace’s Art of 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid«, p. 83. 
3Ibid. There is a note which states, "The Ramblers were written 
in haste as the moment pressed, without even being read over by him be¬ 
fore they were printed .... In the second edition, however, he made 
corrections." Ibid., n. 2. 
^"Tïhen Mr. Johnson felt his fancy, or fancied he felt it, dis¬ 
ordered, his constant recurrence was to the study of arithmetic." "Ethics, 
or figures, or metaphysical reasoning, was the sort of talk he most de¬ 
lighted in." Ibid., p. 84, n. 1, quoted from Piozzi’s Anecdotes, pp. 77 
and 80, respectively. 
201 
Poetry, of three of the books of Ovid’s Metamorphosis, of 
some part8 of Theocritus, and of the tenth Satire of 
Juvenal; and a table, shewing at the rate of various 
numbers a day (I suppose verses to be read), what would 
be, in each oase, the total amount in a week, month, and 
year.l 
Thus Boswell could attest to the fact that "no man had a more ardent love 
of literature, or a higher respect for it than Johnson*" 
Although Johnson was forced to withdraw from college beoause of 
a lack of financial support, for he was miserably poor,2 this then is 
the background of classical training and reading with which he embarked 
upon the literary profession—a profession in which he gained respect 
as an authority. 
This climb to the seat of authority and success, however, was 
not an easy one, nor was it void of the then customary struggles and 
poverty which seemed to have been a part of the life of the young, 
striving author. 
Leaving behind in Liohfield his mother and his wife, Mrs. Porter 
^Tetty, as he called he^7, a widow almost twice his age, whom he married 
on July 9, 1735,® Johnson at the age of twenty-eight made his first trip 
to London on March 2, 1737, to try to find work as a writer.1* He had 
been rejected for the position of headmaster of a school at Solihull on 
two grounds~"He had the reputation of being a very haughty and ill-natured 
^Ibid., pp. 83-84. 
2Hugh Kingsmill Linn, Samuel Johnson (New York, 1934), p. 30. 
®Ibid«, p. 28. 
Ibid., p. 30. 
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gent, and his -way of distorting his face might, it was feared, affect 
the lads.”* Also, another failure was fresh in his memory. With the 
use of his wife’s money, he had opened a school in Edial, near Lich¬ 
field, for ’’young gentlemen to be boarded and taught the Latin and Greek 
languages by Samuel Johnson.” But only three students had enrolled; 
among these were the two sons of Captain Garrick, David and George. 
Johnson in taking stock of himself as an instructor deoided that he was 
... ill-qualified. . . ’to recall vagrant attention, to 
stimulate sluggish indifference, and to rectify absurd 
misapprehension.’ His appearance, too, was against him 
with the fathers and mothers of prospective pupils . . . .3 
Having operated the school over a year without increasing its enrollment, 
Johnson decided to go to London with the hope of obtaining employment as 
a writer, specifically and momentarily, as a translator of Latin or 
French while attempting to complete the tragedy Irene,^ written in imi¬ 
tation of Addison’s Cato.® When he left Lichfield, Johnson was accom¬ 
panied by David Garrick, aged twenty, who was to complete his education 
before going into law.6 
Further study indicates that Johnson, 
... during the next twenty-five years of his life, until 
he received his pension at the age of fifty-two . . ., was 
^Ibid., p. 29. 
2Ibid. 
3Ibid., pp. 29-30. 
^Ibxd., p. 30. 
5Ibid., p. 32. 
6Ibid., p. 30. 
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always fighting for enough money to provide necessaries, 
and was sometimes penniless and without food or lodging.1 
This struggle for recognition may have been shortened; his gifts 
may have been developed more easily had not Johnson allowed his imagina¬ 
tion to become "clogged by his melancholia."^ 
With this block to his imagination, Johnson begem his literary 
career as a moralist, "for those who are uncertain about themselves find 
a steadying influence in the instruction of others."® In Irene, with 
which he had hoped to make his literary debut in London, "the moralist 
in Johnson submerged the poet."4 Less than twenty-five years before, 
Addison's Cato had been the suocess of the theatrical season. 
But the capriciousness of fashionable taste had in the 
meantime found other stimulants than lofty reflections 
delivered in blank verse, and Johnson's Irene was re¬ 
jected by the manager of Drury Lane, who was concen¬ 
trating at the moment on pantomines.® 
A need for money for subsistence caused Johnson to turn to hack 
writing. While putting the final touches on Irene, he sought work from 
Edward Cave, "who, under the name of Sylvanus Urban, owned the best- 
known periodical of the day, The Gentleman's Magazine."** Cave was known 
for his adeptness "in all the mannerisms with which a certain type of 
^•Ibid., p. 31. 
2Ibid. 
^Ibid., p. 32. 
4Ibid. 
5Ibid. 
6Ibid., p. 33. 
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newspaper proprietor or publisher makes the literary hack realize how 
unnecessary he is."^ Diplomacy, however, was one of Johnson's talents, 
and he was able to win Cave's interest and favor with a Latin Ode, "Ode 
to TJrbanus," in which he "celebrated Cave's disinterested love of litera¬ 
ture."2 
Having awakened in Cave an interest in his talents, Johnson wrote 
to him concerning "London," a poem written in imitation of Juvenal’s 
Third Satire. Although hampered by an unreal theme, "the iniquity of 
London, and the innocent charm of rural existence,"5 the poem, published 
by Robert Dodsley, the bookseller, upon Cave's recommendation, was "im¬ 
mediately successful, going into a second edition within a week."^ 
Johnson continued his work in journalism when efforts to have 
the degree of Master of Arts granted to him by Oxford failed. This degree 
would have enabled him to accept the position of headmaster of a school 
at Appleby, near Lichfield. 
Having been with Cave for a year and a half, Johnson was commis¬ 
sioned to report the debates in both Houses of Parliament. This job 
could have been a means to the end of his money worries had he been more 
careful of his interests. Johnson himself is reported to have visited 
the House of Commons only oncej his reports were "often entirely 
llbid. 
2Ibid., p. 34. 
5Ibid., p. 35. 
4Ibid. 
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fictitious."^- These fictitious reports, however, "were widely read for 
their force and eloquence, and in time accepted both at home and abroad 
as the authentic utterances of English statesmen."^ In 1743, having 
contributed the reports for more than three years, and upon learning 
that they had been accepted everywhere as genuine, Johnson ceased making 
them. Many years later he said to Boswell, "I would not be an accessory 
to the propagation of falsehood."® After this venture ended, he made 
fewer contributions to Cave’s publication. It was before and after this 
venture that "he sometimes reached the lowest stage of destitution."4 
Reports have it that "during his relationship with Richard Savage • . », 
the two of them spent many nights perambulating the squares of the West 
End, being unable to afford the few pennies for a night’s cellar."® It 
is supposed that Johnson used what little money he might have had to 
secure shelter for his wife who was with him whenever it was possible to 
manage. 
A strong desire to overcome poverty caused Johnson to undertake 
the laborious task of compiling a dictionary of the English language. 
Though he received the stun of one thousand five hundred and seventy-five 
pounds over a period of seven years of work on his Dictionary, Johnson 
hbid., p. 37. 
2Ibid. 
®Ibid. 
4Ibid., p. 38. 
^Ibid., pp. 38-39. 
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■was still under a financial strain, for, having paid his assistants, 
he had little money for his personal use** Efforts to solicit the 
interest and support of Lord Chesterfield, a wealthy and noble patron 
of letters and to whom the plan of the Dictionary was addressed, failed. 
Johnson was forced to continue his occasional writing. 
Such were his difficulties at a time when he had half 
completed the greatest single-handed achievement in 
dictionary-making in European literature. None the 
less, with the beginning of the Dictionary his worst 
days were over. He was secured against complete 
destitution, and his ability had received a kind of 
official seal.2 
Also as an additional means of financial support, in 1748, he 
wrote "The Vanity of Human Wishes," which he completed "in one morning 
at Hampstead in a small house rented for his wife ... ."3 
The Rambler was begun in 1750 and discontinued in 1752 to permit 
more time for work on the Dictionary. Though The Rambler "did not sell 
widely, fètj helped more than any other single achievement of Johnson’s 
to establish him as a moral teacher."* 
In 1756 his edition of Shakespeare was announced. This venture 
was to be financed through subscriptions, but when they dwindled, he 
began The Idler in 1758 probably to supplement funds for his edition.® 
1Ibid«, p. 46. 
2Ibid. 
5Ibid. 
*Ibid«, p. 52. 
5Ibid., p. 90. 
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Meanwhile, Johnson's mother became ill. It is surmised that his 
strained financial condition prevented his visiting her in Lichfield 
during her illness. Mrs. Johnson died, and it is conjectured that he 
wrote Rasselas in the evenings of one week to settle funeral expenses 
and debts left by her. 
On July 20, 1762, Johnson's poverty ms ended forever by the 
grant of an annual pension of three hundred pounds.^ It then became 
possible for him to travel, "a distraction he valued less only than 
talk."2 Although he ms almost fifty-four years old at the time, his 
age was no hindrance to his traveling. He ms just now in position to 
visit many of the places he had longed to see. Therefore it ms that 
... no year of the remaining twenty-two of his life 
passed without his leaving London on some expedition, 
which would occupy anything from a fortnight to six 
months.3 
His travels included trips to Cambridge, Beaconsfield, Salisbury, 
Rochester, annual visits to Lichfield, Oxford and Ashbourn, near Derby, 
the home of Dr. Taylor, his friend; and longer journeys to North Wales 
and to Paris with the Thrales, close friends with whom he lived for 
some time after the death of his wife, and to the Hebrides with Boswell. 
Other proposed places for travel were Italy, Poland, Egypt, and even a 
voyage around the world; these, however, remained only as proposals, for, 
^•Ibid., p. 91. 
2Ibid., p. 98 
^Ibid., pp. 102-03. 
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though he lived comfortably after the pension was granted, he did not 
find it possible to make such extended trips.1 
This urge to travel indicated Johnson’s love of life, and, per¬ 
haps, an effort to fight his melancholy. It must also have been rewarding 
for him to now enjoy some pleasures which had not been within his reach 
during his earlier years. These experiences helped to enrich his cul¬ 
tural background, broadened his knowledge of the customs and manners of 
people in many places, and increased his under standing of general human 
nature. 
That Johnson enjoyed the company of people has already been men¬ 
tioned. He was, through his association with good company, able to dis¬ 
cuss issues of common interest. It was as a conversationalist, ^ïnd he 
has been called "a warrior of conversation^, that Johnson attached 
himself to the hearts and bosoms of his associates—whose company he 
enjoyed mostly as a guest in their homes or in the tavern, inn, or 
2 
club, for he very seldom entertained at home. Iynd wrote* 
Dr. Johnson survives in literary history as the king- 
nay, the emperor—of good company* yet few men of 
genius have seemed less fitted in same respects for 
the pleasures of society.3 
1Ibid. 
O 
’’Boswell had known him for ten years before he was invited to 
dine at his house; and he deolares that he had never heard of any of 
Johnson’s friends having been entertained at his table." Robert Lynd, 
Dr. Johnson and Company (New York, 1928), p. 159. 
3Ibid., p. 3 
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lynd. is referring, of course, to Johnson’s grotesque physical appearance, 
which, when added to his sloven dress, his boorish and uncouth manners, 
and his eccentric habits,^ would be more than sufficient to disqualify 
him for any form of social endeavor. However, it is only when one 
mounts up his defects as counted against the many virtues which were his, 
that one 
... can understand how prodigious is the position that 
he occupies in the affections of men and women to-day. 
Poor, repulsively ugly, uncouth, with disgusting table- 
manners, surly, irascible, a bully, intolerant, dirty, 
slovenly and ridiculous in dress, eccentric, unhealthy, 
morbid and glooirçy, haunted by a bad conscience, tormented 
by the fear of insanity and death—one would say it was 
the portrait of a sour misanthropist, doomed to avoid and 
to be avoided by his fellow-men. Johnson, on the other 
hand, had scarcely a defect that was not more than counter¬ 
balanced by a corresponding virtue. Even those who, on 
first meeting him, found him awkward and repellent were 
usually convinced before they parted from him that he 
was the most enchanting companion alive. His churlish¬ 
ness was exceeded by his charity. He was dictatorial, 
but, equally he loved to give pleasure. Though he may have 
flouted ■tiie graces, no man set a higher value on them. He 
was as courteous as he was ill-mannered. He was not more 
gloomy than he was playful. His very morbidity of mind, 
instead of making him shrink from company, drove him into 
company as the only refuge from his haunting fears.2 
Companionship was necessary to Johnson. His companions consisted 
of a variety of associates. He is known not to have shrunk from the 
5 
company of those who would have shocked most Puritans. He is recorded 
lib id., PP . 4r—16 . 
2Ibid., pp. 17-18. 
^Ibid., p. 115. 
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to have said, "I have known all the wite, from Mrs. Montague to Bet 
Flint."1 
Boswell's reports are full of accounts of Johnson's associations 
with all classes of people. During the days of poverty 
... the denizens of Grub Street used to assemble before 
breakfast in levee at his bedside, where they received 
his advice in regard to their literary work.2 
It was during this time also that he was associated with David Garrick, 
who prospered as an actor, and Richard Savage, publisher and poet. The 
years of more comfortable existence and prosperity saw his house become 
a 
... kind of academy; and indeed he has been called a sort 
of public oracle, whom everyone thought he had a right to 
visit and consult. So also the society of the tavern, 
where ^stated Johnson^ 'I dogmatize and am contradicted, 
and in this conflict of opinions I find my delight,' 
sharpened his conversational powers and prepared him for 
the role he was to play in the famous Club, in which he 
was to unite in friendship such notables as Burke and 
Reynolds, Goldsmith and Garrick.® 
Houston observed that "it was a wonderfully brilliant group of men who 
called Johnson friend," the superior of which would be difficult to find 
in all literary history. He enjoyed the closeness of the society of the 
"lively and witty Thrales," who "adopted" Johnson into his family after 
the death of Johnson's wife. Dear to Johnson were the companionship of 
Boswell and the company of such "wits and scholars as Dr. Burney and the 
^■Johnson described Bet Flint as ". • .a fine character • . 
she was habitually a slut and a drunkard, and occasionally a thief and a 
harlot," 2^ut who had written her "Life" in verse^. Ibid., pp. 115-16. 
^Boswell, op. cit., I, 247; 307, n. 2. 
^Houston, op. cit., p. 11. 
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Italian Baretti"—-all of -which helped to keep his intellectual fires burn¬ 
ing in his later life. Among his associates was a wide range of people 
from all stations of life. To know them, to be among them gave him 
delight, for he was happiest when in the company of other human beings. 
Despite his physical handicaps, desperate struggle to overcome 
poverty, efforts to suppress fits and spasms of ill temper and moodiness, 
Johnson became the great literary dictator and intellectual genius of 
the eighteenth century. There were his classical training, his never- 
ending curiosity, his reaching out for new experiences, his desire for a 
full life enhanced by travels and good company, all of which helped to 
mould his talents for the task which was his~that of assuming the yoke 
of literary czar passed on to him by his predecessors. 
An analysis having been made of the preparation and qualifications 
upon whioh Johnson was proclaimed the literary spokesman of his day, it 
is now timely that an examination of his comments and reflections con¬ 
cerning contemporary literature and literary issues be made. There is 
no one selection of Johnson's in which one may find a compilation of his 
doctrine. However, one is able to find it in a number of sections of 
Rasselas, in the "Preface to Shakespeare," Lives of the English Poets 
(1779-61) and scattered essays of the periodicals, The Adventurer, The 
Rambler, and The Idler. The source for this study will be limited to 
The Rambler and The Idler, in which are a number of essays which proolaim 
many of Johnson's views and criticism of contemporary literary trends 
and practices. 
212 
Well-read and trained as he was in classical literature and learn¬ 
ing, Johnson, having inherited a background of neo-classical ideals and 
literary principles, was, in many respects, representative, as Houston 
said, of the last of the classical critics, and, 
... as the last important representative of this 
tradition of classical scholarship and of criticism 
based on a judgment formed by an acquaintance with Greek 
and Latin literature, Johnson has a good deal of signi¬ 
ficance in literary history.1 
His classical learning and mastery of the Greek and Latin languages 
qualified him to discourse freely on the subject of Greek and Roman cul¬ 
ture and to become a scholarly critic. 
In Johnson, one can see resemblance to the classical critics— 
Aristotle, Longinus, and Horace, more to Aristotle and Horace.^ The 
influences of these critics of antiquity upon Johnson are characterized 
by Houston thuslys 
Aristotle and Horace and Quintilian, the great classical 
masters, gave utterance to those underlying ideas upon 
which the structure of classical literature had been 
built, and found favorable soil for growth in Johnson’s 
mind and temper. Longinus had become familiar to 
eighteenth-century readers through contemporary criti¬ 
cism, Johnson sharing in the somewhat uncomprehending 
recognition of the power and scope of the imagination.® 
Johnson and the "chief exponent of French classicism," Boileau, 
bore a number of similarities. He had read Boileau’s works and found 
in them great delight.* 
1Ibid., p. 53. 
^Ibid., p. 41. 
5Ibid., p. 53. 
4Ibid. 
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These two men, "who represented the culmination of neo-classical 
criticism in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,"x were alike in 
many respects. Houston declared that 
... both possessed strong reasoning faculties and minds 
rather logical than imaginative . . .; both preached 
virtue and morality, though in this respect Johnson out¬ 
stripped his predecessor in weight and influence, becoming 
peculiarly the spokesman of a large section of English 
life. The two men endeavored to base their criticism on 
the primary classical virtues of judgment and reason and 
good sense; both lacked a clear and definite historic 
sense, Boileau giving evidence of this in his contempt 
for the French Renaissance and the work the Pleiade had 
done for the cause of classicism, Johnson in his general 
ignorance of the literature before and during the age of 
Shakespeare, particularly of the English drama; both, 
finally, believed themselves to be men of the world, lay¬ 
ing such stress upon intercourse with all sorts of men as 
a primary qualification of a man of letters, Johnson per¬ 
haps the more so in view of his consciousness of his own 
uncouth maimers and uncourtly presence.2 
Suoh were the similarities of two literary critics who in their 
respective countries during the same age were acclaimed to be two great 
representatives of the neo-classical spirit and yet remained also "the 
chief exponents of a humanism which could never actually submit to be 
shackled by the bonds of narrow doctrines or perverted ideas. 
An attempt has been made to place Johnson in relation to critics 
of antiquity and of modern times in reference to his classical learning 
and formulation of basically theoretic literary criticism. Many of 
XIbid. 
2Ibid., pp. 72-73. 
5Ibid., p. 109. 
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Johnson's reflections upon neo-classical doctrines are given in the 
essays of The Rambler and The Idler» In these essays are found his 
early basic doctrines which in his later years were the foundation of 
his judgments.* 
The middle of the eighteenth century saw that "the very rigid 
neo-olassicism of Rymer was falling into disrepute." Falling prey to 
the satirical onslaughts of Swift and Pope, reflected in a digression 
upon critics in the "Tale of a Tub" and in "An Essay on Critioism," 
respectively, "the great number of pretenders to oritioism were begin¬ 
ning to come under the ban of sound judgment."2 Johnson, following 
Addison and Swift, in several of his essays attacked and ridiculed these 
"pedants of the art of criticism."® 
In one of the essays, by means of allegory, Johnson lashed out 
against the practices of contemporary criticism. Critioism, he asserted, 
from whom the self-styled ministers of criticism "derive their claim to 
decide the fate of writers, was the eldest daughter of labour and of 
truthj she was at her birth committed to the care of justice, and brought 
up by her in the palace of wisdom."* Equipped for her earthly task, 
Criticism, accompanying the Muses on a visit to this lower world, bore an 
unextinguishable torch lighted by Truth, the quality whioh would enable 
Criticism "to show every thing in its true form, however it might be 
*J. W. H. Atkins, English Literary Critic isms Seventeenth and 
Eighteenth Centuries (New York, 1950), p. 269. 
Houston, op. cit., p. 113. 
5Ibid. 
^Rambler, No. 3. 
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disguised to common eyes.”* This quality made it possible for her to 
expose sophistry, absurdities, and robes of false rhetoric covered by 
artificial veils. In making examination, she always applied the torch 
of truth in passing judgment. Upon discovering that the laws of just 
writing had been observed, she turned the works over to immortality. 
However, there were some which did not pass the test, for they were im¬ 
posters, bearing such false colors, 
... that some secret inequality was found between the 
words and sentiments, or some dissimilitude of the ideas 
and the original objects; that incongruities were linked 
together, or that some parts were of no use but to en¬ 
large the appearance of the whole, without contributing 
to its beauty, solidity, or usefulness.2 
When the errors were gross and frequent, Criticism let drops of Lethe 
distil a fatal mildew from the poppies and cypress which immediately 
began to waste the work away, destroyed and oast into oblivion. In 
many other works beauties and faults were so intermingled that it was 
difficult to judge them. There was such a great number of these that 
Criticism grew weary of trying to decide and was left in doubt. For 
fear of using the sceptre of justice improperly, she decided to permit 
the cause to be considered by time. 
Criticism, having kept her eyes upon Time, and satisfied with 
Time * s conduct, 
... withdrew from the earth with her patroness, Astrea, 
and left prejudice and false taste to ravage at large 




herself thenceforth to shed her influence from afar 
upon some select minds, fitted for its reception by- 
learning and by virtue.* 
Before leaving, Criticism broke her sceptre; the embrosial part 
was caught by Flattery, the lethe-infected end was hastily seized by 
Malevolence. The followers of Flattery, desiring no light, "touched 
indiscriminately whatever power or interest happened to exhibit."1 2 3 
Malevolence and his companions, however, "were supplied by the furies 
with a torch, which had this quality peculiar to infernal lustre, that 
its light fell only upon faults."® With only fragments of authority, 
Flattery and Malevolence took command to pass judgment, conferring 
immortality or oblivion. The sceptre, Johnson concluded, "had now lost 
its power; and Time passed his sentence at leisure, without any regard 
to their determination."4 5 
Johnson's concern for the plight of literary criticism was an 
indication of his sincere desire to foster a sounder appreciation of 
literature through improved standards and methods of criticism.® In the 
essay just examined he denounced that type of criticism which is charac¬ 
terized by sophistry, absurdity, falsehood, flattery, malevolence, and 





5Atkin8, op. cit., p. 270. 
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Fragmentary criticism, which causes the critic to see only the 
faults in a piece of work, received further reflections. Some critics 
see only the defects of a piece of work because they "seem always to read 
with the microscope of criticism, and employ their whole attention upon 
minute elegance, or faults scarcely visible to common observation."^- 
They make minute details, such as 
... the dissonance of a syllable, the recurrence of the 
same sound, the repetition of a particle, the smallest 
deviation from propriety, the slightest defect in con¬ 
struction or arrangement, swell before their eyes into 
enormities.2 
Because they "discern with great exactness," they 
... comprehend but a narrow compass, and know nothing 
of the justness of the design, the general spirit of 
the performance, the artifice of connection or the 
harmony of the parts; they never conceive how small 
a proportion of that which they are busy in contempla¬ 
ting bears to the whole, or how the petty inaccuracies, 
with which they are offended, are absorbed and lost in 
general excellence.3 
Others, through the use of a telescope of criticism, see only 
that whioh is too remote for the rest of mankind to discern, negleoting 
that which is immediately before them. They discover only "some secret 
meaning, some remote allusion, some artful allegory, or some occult 
imitation, which no other reader ever suspected ...."* They are not 
perceptive to the 





• • . cogency of arguments, the force of pathetic 
sentiments, the -various colours of diction, or the 
flowery embellishments of fancy; of all that engages 
the attention of others they are totally insensible, 
while they pry into worlds of conjecture, and amuse 
themselves with phantoms in the clouds.1 
This essay was concluded with the note that failure in criticism is due 
sometimes to weakness, more often to fault. Ignorance and prejudice 
bewilder critios, but they will "seldom deviate far from the right, but 
when deliver ^bhemselves/^ up to the direction of vanity."  2 
Johnson continued his ridicule of the "shallow and hackneyed" 
criticism of his age and declared satirically, "Criticism is a study by 
which men grow important and formidable at a very small expense . . 
and he whom nature has made weak, and idleness keeps ignorant, may yet 
support his vanity by the name of a Critick."3 4 
Instead of a long and labored discussion on this subject, 
Johnson proposed that "since all would be criticks if they could, to 
show, by one eminent example, that all can be criticks if they will."*' 
One of the humorous characters which grew out of Johnson’s 
satirioal attack on critics is Diok Minim. He was an apprentice to a 
brewer for two years. Then, having inherited a large fortune from his 
uncle, he resigned himself to being a man of wit and humor. In order 
that he might be properly initiated into his new character, he frequented 
the coffee houses and theaters, 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid. 
3Idler, No. 60. 
4Ibid. 
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• • • where he listened very diligently, day after day, 
to those who talked of language and sentiments, and 
unities and catastrophes, till, by slow degrees he 
began to think that he understood something of the 
stage, and hoped in time to talk himself. 1 
After the theaters closed, realizing the help of books, he retired 
to Richmond with a few select writers, "whose opinions he impressed upon 
his memory by unwearied diligence." Upon returning, he joined the other 
wits and began to display the characters of great authors, praising their 
beauties and attacking their defects. He was not challenged and became 
steeped in vanity caused by the feeling that he was then an authority 
and had exhibited the ability of a genius. 
Minim, fired with his occupation as a critic, proposed that an 
academy of criticism, "Where every work of imagination may be read before 
it is printed, and which shall authoritatively direct the theatres what 
pieces to receive or reject, to exclude or to revive,"1 2 be established. 
This, he felt, would spread the fame of English literature over Europe 
and would make London the metropolis of elegance and politeness.^ 
Minim was a great admirer of Milton. He was the "only writer in 
whose books Minim read for ever without weariness." He believed that 
his pleasure stemmed from Milton’s "perpetual variation of the numbers, 
by which the ear is gratified and the attention awakened." It was due 
1Ibld. 
2I~dler, No. 61. 
3Ibid. 
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also to the "melodious luxury" and "proper cadence" which he found in 
lines commonly thought to he rugged and unmusical. 
His happiness was never so great as when there was some youth 
studying under his tutelage. He acquired a very serious air and advised 
his pupil to read none but the best authors; 
, , • and when he finds one congenial to his own mind, to 
study his beauties, but avoid his faults; and, when he 
sits down to write, to consider how his favourite author 
would think at the present time on the present occasion. 
As he is so instructed, the young man retired, resolved to follow his 
favorite author and "to think how Milton would have thought,"2 
Thus, through caricature Johnson ridiculed literary fashions and 
creeds of the day, among others, the pompous and pretentious critic, the 
idolatry of Milton, and the addiction to the practice of adjusting sound 
to sense. Aside from its significance to critioism, this humorous pre¬ 
sentation is said to be, perhaps, "Johnson's chief accomplishment in the 
direction of humour."3 
Reflecting upon other defects in current critical practices, 
Johnson attacked the principal of considering beauty as a test of literary 
value. The term "beauty," he noted, has long been considered "vague, and 
undefined, different in different minds, and diversified by time or 
place."* It is quite apparent, he said, that 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid. 
^George Edward B. Saintsbury, A History of English Critioism 
(London, 1949), p. 217. 
^Rambler, Ho. 92. 
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• • • this quality is merely relative and comparative; 
that we pronounoe things beautiful because they have 
something which we agree, for whatever reason, to call 
beauty, in a greater degree than we have been accustomed 
to find it in other things of the same kind; and that we 
transfer the epithet as our knowledge increases, and 
appropriate it to higher excellence, when higher excel¬ 
lence comes within our view.* 
Therefore, it becomes the task of critioism to establish prin¬ 
ciples; to improve opinion into knowledge and to distinguish between 
that which pleases, based upon "known causes and rational deduction," 
from that which is based upon fancy produced by nameless and inexplicable 
elegancies. 
Criticism, he advocated, should be freed of all prejudice, bigo¬ 
try, malignity, and, most important, ignorance. The duty of criticism, 
Johnson advised, 
... is neither to depreciate, nor dignify by partial 
representations, but to hold out the light of reason, 
whatever it may discover; and to promulgate the deter¬ 
minations of truth, whatever she shall dictate.2 
Thus, in the sane vein as he did in the Allegory of Critioism, 
Johnson set forth the premise that the art of criticism should not be 
bound by prejudice and falsehood, but set free by the dictates of reason 
tod truth. 
Also in line with Boileau's reasoning, Johnson stated that the 
books that have withstood the test of time, referred to in his allegory 
on criticism, have done so "because the long continuance of their 
libid. 
^Rambler, No. 94 
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reputation proves that they are adequate to our faculties, and agreeable 
to nature. 
Additional comments concerning the duration of an author * s fame 
are found in another essay. Here Johnson accounted for this duration 
with one of the doctrines upon which he based his fundamental principles 
of literary criticism. He wrote: 
There are, indeed, few kinds of composition from which 
an author, however learned or ingenious, can hope a 
long continuance of fame. He who has carefully studied 
human nature, and can well describe it, may with most 
reason flatter his ambition.2 
As an example of this kind of writing, Johnson referred to the essays of 
Baoon, which, though pretentious he was, "come home to men's business 
and bosoms ... .w® 
In addition, Johnson was of the oonvietion that, in making literary 
judgment, it is important for the critic to consider historical aocounts. 
It is necessary, in order that he may make a just and right judgment of 
an author, that the critic 
... transport himself to his ^fche authortime and 
examine what were the wants of contemporaries and what 
were his means of supplying them. That which is easy 
at one time was difficult at another.* 
These views and reflections give the reader some of the basic 
criteria upon which Johnson's litèrary oreed was established. The art 
^Rambler, No. 92. 
2Rambler, No. 106. 
5Ibid. 
%>rks, VII, 302 
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of critioism to him was a serious business, founded upon labor and nur¬ 
tured by truth. Criticism based upon these principles excludes such 
qualities as prejudice, bigotry, malevolence, flattery, and preten¬ 
tiousness. It requires labor—a willingness to take the time to ponder 
over the faults and the beauties of a piece of work for a complete and 
just judgment; a knowledge of the criteria upon which the piece of work 
is to be judged; and the application of the light of truth in the search 
for true nature. 
Following this discussion of Johnson's general literary princi¬ 
ples as discovered in his oomments on criticism, it is necessary to 
examine his tenets in light of the literary milieu of his day. In this 
connection, the author proposes to study closely his writings on a variety 
of subjects, all of which will assist in presenting his attitude and 
reaction to certain literary practices then current. To do this, it 
becomes necessary to examine briefly some of the standards and princi¬ 
ples set forth by the neo-classicists. 
To begin with, 
... Neo-classicism, the principles of which in Johnson's 
youth were supported by formidable names, was an authori¬ 
tative system derived from Aristotle, Horace, and others 
of the ancients, and established through elaboration and 
pronouncements of sixteenth and seventeenth century 
Italian and French critics.1 
In addition, neo-classicism 
... is sometimes loosely defined, in a chronological 
sense only, as the later applications of the principles 
1C. H. Conley (ed.). The Reader's Johnson (Atlanta, 1940), p. 25 
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of Aristotle, reinterpreted to suit the age his followers 
might be constrained to serve.1 
On the other hand, neo-classicism 
• • • substitutes a dogmatic temperament for the tolerance 
of true classicism, ^which^ may be taken as derived in a 
sense from Plato, but mainly from Aristotle, and re¬ 
affirmed by Longinus. It believes that art is an imitation 
of nature. Inspiration is essential for the artist, but 
this inspiration must be exhibited within the bounds of 
decorum. Judioious observation of successful preceding 
literary works may instruct an author, so that he may be 
spared costly experiments, but it need not limit him to 
mere imitation. In general, certain rules have proved 
helpfulj exceptions to most of these are, however, possible. 
An objective approach to art is to be valued above a sub¬ 
jective approach, and accordingly, a universal emotion or 
experience is preferable to be delineated rather than an 
individual one. Art must delight; it may also instruct. 
Above all the aim must be for a perennial and wide-spread 
appeal based upon fundamental truth and beauty.2 
Neo-classicism, then, emerged as a "sensible restatement" of classic 
principles, 
... but it was guilty of slight variations which were 
dangerous. It spread lack of tolerance. Its insistence 
on the validity of actual mis-translations, especially 
in precepts governing the drama, did great harm; as did 
its tendency to value precision above inspiration, to 
confuse conventionality with decorum, and to frown on 
experiments. Filially, it insisted that the author must 
both delight and instruct.3 
Among its dictates, 
... it required an imitation of the ancients, the 
recognition of certain fixed ’kinds* originated in 
^■Mildred C. Struble, A Johnson Handbook (New York, 1940), p. 269 
2Ibid., pp. 269-70. 
3Ibid., p. 270. 
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antiquity, as well as an observance of rules ostensibly 
derived from the ancients • . . .1 
Specifically, it was a literary movement based upon literary discipline. 
Its appeal was, for the most part, to the intellect and reason rather 
than to the emotions; its style was elevated and ornate, and its pur¬ 
pose was a lofty one. 
Johnson, "the eighteenth-century orthodox critic in quintes¬ 
sence," as well as in "transcendence,"2 
... wrote at a strategic time in the history of English 
literary criticism, when the entrenched classicists were 
finding it necessary to defend their position against 
beleaguering romanticists. A century of jurisdiction 
had induced bigotry, smugness, and other perversions* 
Well intentioned and even highly intelligent men had 
been induced to follow false leads.5 
It is evident that Johnson was 
... predominantly a classicist, but he was constrained, 
at times to his misfortune, by his neo-classioal training. 
His common sense usually resoued him from the worst dis¬ 
tortions, however. As an author, a scholar, and a philoso¬ 
pher, he endowed his work with a three-fold legacy. No 
other critic in our language has provided an aggregate 
comparable in extent and penetration*^ 
In rejecting or discarding restrictions imposed by neo-classical doc¬ 
trines, "he renews in a more determined form the challenge of Addison 
^Atkins, op. cit., p. 275. 
2Saintsbury, op. cit., p. 229. 
^Struble, op. cit., p. 268 
*Ibid., p. 270. 
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and the rest, and thus opened the way ... to a more rational, and 
ultimately a more enlightened, critical treatment. 
Johnson is often referred to as the "last sturdy defender of a 
dying neo-classical faith.His advocates in general were those of the 
neo-classicists. The first, and perhaps the most important of these 
which made a special appeal to Johnson was the criterion that poetry 
has a moral function; it should instruct as well as delight. Johnson 
never lost sight of this assertion and was always alert to the duty and 
responsibility of the writer to inç>art wisdom and, in performing his 
duty, help to rid the world of its vice and folly. Thus, as Johnson 
insisted, there should be a just and real representation of nature, 
exposing, as he did as a social and moral critic, the sordid along with 
the morally good. 
Johnson again followed the neo-classical tradition in his 
faithfulness to the traditional genres and forms—tragedy, as seen in 
his Irene; satire, as demonstrated in his imitations of Juvenal; his 
admiration of epic poetry which, as he said, "requires an assemblage of 
all the powers which are singly sufficient for other compositions";® 
his constancy to the heroic couplet, "that mechanism which had been re¬ 
fined by neo-classical poets to an amazing degree of technical perfection 
^Atkins, op. cit., p. 275. 
o feBrown, op. cit., p. xviii. 
®Jean K. Hagstrum, Samuel Johnson’s Literary Criticism 
(Minneapolis, 1952), p. 44. 
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and which for serious writing had displaced all other verse form";1 his 
love of elegance which is seen in the highly Latinized style with its 
long sentences; and his preachment for correctness and the importance 
of careful art. Johnson ms a man who, perhaps, because of his staunch 
Toryism and Anglicanism, held to eighteenth-century tradition and con¬ 
vention. His spirit was one of reflection and seriousness, always 
appealing to human beings to reason and to act as reasoning beings. 
Though Johnson has been classified as a neo-classicist, he 
exhibited an independent spirit which freed him from the fetters of 
dogma whenever he found liberation necessary. This is to say that the 
neo-classical standards were very much a part of his literary creed 
until they at any time or point became out of line with reason, truth 
or nature. These were the three canons by which Johnson weighed all 
literary standards. As a result, there were neo-classical tenets and 
demands with which he was not in accord, on the basis that they did not 
coincide with his creed. 
As mentioned above, neo-classicists, including Johnson, clung 
to the idea of "fixed kinds" as dictated by tradition. One of these 
"fixed kinds," imitation, has been referred to as "the favourite poetic 
pabulum of the mid-century."^ Imitations of ancient models "aocount for 
much of the activity, for they were a logical outcome of the neo¬ 
classical position."3 In addition, 
^Conley, op. cit., p. 28. 
2 
Brown, op. cit., p. xiv. 
3Ibid. 
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• • . a neo-classic notion that the ancients had exhausted 
the fund of possible ideas, leaving only refinement of 
expression for literary endeavor, was strangling creative 
effort.* 
Not only were the ancients imitated but such writers as "Milton, Spenser, 
and primitive writers as well,"2 Many were the imitations which included 
pastorals, mythological fiction, pindaric odes, Spenserian stanza, 
Miltonic blank verse, satire and occasional verse. 
Johnson, although he had written two imitations of Juvenal, waged 
war against imitations which were not done with care and lacked the 
characteristics of genius, freshness, originality, creativity, end an 
appeal to the interests and pleasure of the reader. His essays evidence 
his stand against imitation that is devoid of these qualities. He seemed 
never to deviate from this position, for "from the time of the Rambler 
essays until his death he maintained a fairly consistent critical barrage 
against ’the servility of imitation,’"2 although he "allowed due place to 
sufficiently ingenious imitations as imitations ••••** He was an 
expressed foe of artificial imitation,® which tended to misrepresent the 
original. 
Johnson was of the opinion that a writer must, if he wishes 
... to be counted among the benefactors of posterity, ... 
add his own toil to the acquisitions of his ancestors, 
*Conley, op. cit., p. 33. 
2Ibid. 
SBrown, op. cit., p. xiv. 
^Conley, op. cit., p. 33. 
5 
Hagstrum, op. cit., p. 102. 
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and secure his memory from neglect by some -valuable 
improvement.1 
The writer oan do this only through discovering, developing, and nurtur¬ 
ing his creative powers. He must write with care. Johnson advised that 
"no man ever yet became great by imitation."2 He was aware of the 
guidance which could be derived from revered models which have withstood 
the test of time but warned that 
• • • fame cannot spread wide or endure long that is not 
rooted in nature ^ruman nature^, and matured art. That 
which hopes to resist the blast of malignity, and stand 
firm against the attacks of time, must contain in itself 
some original principle of growth. The reputation which 
arises from the detail or transposition of borrowed senti¬ 
ments, may spread for awhile, like ivy on the rind of 
antiquity, but will be torn away by accident or contempt, 
and suffered to rot unheeded on the ground.3 
Thus Johnson advooated the imitation of a greater authority than that of 
the ancients—the imitation of life and human nature. Human nature, he 
admonished, will not change. According to Conley, as he thought of 
literature as an instrument of instruction, he interpreted it as "inter¬ 
preting life upon universal principles"* and held that "nothing can 
please many and please long but just representation of general nature."® 
With this premise in mind Johnson shared with his readers of The 
Rambler and The Idler his reflections on the rules prescribed by the neo¬ 
classical oreed. Criticism, he stated. 
^•Rambler, Ho. 164. 
2Ibid. 
5Ibid. 
^Conley, op. oit., p. 31. 
^Works, V, 105. 
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• • • though dignified from the earliest ages by the 
labours of men eminent for knowledge and sagacity, and, 
since the revival of polite literature, the favourite 
study of European scholars, has not yet attained the 
certainty and stability of science 
Therefore, it follows that the rules "are seldom drawn from any settled 
principle or self-evident postulate, adapted to the natural and invari¬ 
able constitution of things."2 Moreover, upon examination, they will be 
found to be no more than the "arbitrary edicts of legislators, authorized 
only by themselves . . . ."® Furthermore, Johnson argued that 
. • . this authority may be more justly opposed, as it 
is apparently derived from them whom they endeavour to 
control; for we owe few of the rules of writing to the 
acuteness of criticks, who have generally no other 
merit than that, having read the works of great authors 
with attention, they have observed the arrangement of 
their matter, or the graces of their expression, and 
then expected honour and reverence for preoepts which 
they never could have invented; so that practice has 
introduced rules, rather than rules have directed 
practice.^ 
Therefore, he continued, the laws governing every type of writing have 
been settled by the ideas of the first writer who was responsible for 
raising it to reputation without having questioned its weaknesses. In 
this respect, the faults as well as the beauties of a selection are 
equally praised. This procedure, he added, has no merit, for while it 
is true that in life faults are endured along with merit, if only for 
the purpose of making it possible for weakness to gain lustre by its 





association with excellence, those who "presume to superintend the taste 
or morals of mankind, " have a responsibility "to separate delusive com¬ 
binations, and distinguish that which may be praised from that which can 
only be excused."! As happiness can never be produced by vice, never 
can beauty be produced by confusion and irregularity. 
When rules, he insisted, are drawn from precedents rather than 
from systematic reasoning, 
... there is danger not only from the faults of an 
author, but from the errours of those who criticise 
his works; since they may often mislead their pupils 
by false representations ... .2 
The Ciceronians of the sixteenth century, for example, "were betrayed 
into barbarisms by corrupt copies of their darling writers."3 As smother 
example, Johnson cited Addison’s praise of Paradise Lost as having fol¬ 
lowed the "example of Homer, and the precept of Horace," thereby giving 
the poem a plain, simple, and unadorned opening. Johnson concluded that 
this was done by the "implicit, adoption of common opinion without con¬ 
sideration either of the precept or exemple." Furthermore, a just con¬ 
sideration of both models would reveal Horace only recommended "what 
should be comprised in the proposition, not how it should be expressed 
• . . ." Also, upon examining "exordial" verses of Homer, the reader 





simplicity, but rather eminently adorned and illuminated."^ Continuing, 
he added that in the first verses of the Iliad there is splendor, and 
the "proposition of the Aeneid closes with dignity and magnificence not 
often found even in the poetry of Virgil."2 This practice Johnson 
favored, for "it is necessary to the pleasure of the reader, that the 
events should not be anticipated, and how then can his attention be 
invited, but by grandeur of expression?"® The problem here is one of 
interpretation. Modern authors have become conveyors of false copies 
of ancient examples and have misinterpreted the laws. This was, with 
Johnson, a grave blunder, for it not only misrepresents the art copied 
but misleads young writers into believing that they are following "just" 
copies. 
This then was an example of the current weakness in interpreting 
the rules and examples set by earlier writers. Johnson was of the 
opinion that this shortcoming was nurtured when reason was lacking and 
when practice was governed by precedence or established rule. 
In addition, Johnson stated that among the laws established with 
the "desire of extending authority, or ardour of promoting knowledge," 
there are some whioh 
... are to be considered as fundamental and indispen¬ 
sable, others only as useful and convenient} some as 
dictated by reason and necessity, others as enacted 





by their conformity to the order of nature and operations 
of the intellect; others as formed by aocident, or insti¬ 
tuted by example, and therefore always liable to dispute 
and alteration.^ 
As an example of the rules which are subject to change by con¬ 
ditions, Johnson cited the ancients’ decree which permitted "only three 
speaking personages" to appear at once on the stage. He reasoned that 
existing conditions including the "variety and intricacy of modern 
plays /hB-Tto/ made it impossible" to observe this law. Furthermore, it 
is violated "without sorupple, and as experience proves, without in¬ 
convenience . "2 
It was through mere accident that this precept had originated. 
Johnson explained that in the beginning "tragedy was a monody, or 
solitary song in honour of Bacchus, improved afterwards into a dialogue 
by the addition of another speaker . . . ."® The ancients later 'fex- 
tended their liberty to the admission of three, but restrained them¬ 
selves by a critical edict from further exorbitance."^ 
Johnson disclosed that he had not been informed concerning what 
manner by which the number of acts in drama was limited to five, but 
he voiced assurance that certainly it was not due to the "nature of 
action, or propriety of exhibition." In view of the fact that the action 
is to be unbroken or without any "intermediate pause," this rule, 
Johnson declared is 





• • • upon the English stage, every day broken in effect, 
without any other mischief than that which arises from 
an absurd endeavour to observe it in appearance, "When¬ 
ever the scene is shifted, the act ceases, since some 
time is necessarily supposed to elapse while the per¬ 
sonages of the drama change their place.1 
Regarding the rule confining dramatic action to a oertain time 
limit, in all probability "the time of action should approach somewhat 
nearly to that of exhibition • . . ,"  2 Moreover, those plays ■which 
crowd the "greatest variety into the least space" will always be con- 
sidered "most happily conducted." At the same time, since some delu¬ 
sion on the stage is allowed, it is difficult to say or predict at what 
limits imagination might be fixed, Johnson was of the opinion that as 
some minds, "not prepossessed by mechanical criticism," are not offended 
by the "extension of intervals between the acts," it is not impossible 
nor absurd to conceive "that he who can multiply three hours into twelve 
or twenty-four, might imagine with equal ease a greater number."* 
There was during this period, in keeping with the classical 
ideals, an effort on the part of the neo-classicists, to keep the genres 
separated; in drama "the neo-classical ideal of dignity frowned upon the 
inclusion of comic scenes, as in the tragedies of Shakespeare and others 





®Woods, Watt, and Anderson, op, cit., p. 704. 
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"a pl&y should be of one -type only, wholly comic or -wholly tragic."-*- 
Johnson’s argument which was based upon reason was that there 
should be no objection against the mixing of the two--comedy and 
tragedy~for ’’since it is not only common but perpetual in the world, 
7 may surely be allowed upon the stage, which pretends only to be the 
mirrour of life.”** Besides, he asked, "Will not experience show this 
objection to be rather subtle than just?”5 Furthermore, 
... is it not certain that the tragiok and comick 
affections have been moved alternately with equal force, 
and that no plays have oftener filled the eye with tears, 
and the breast with palpitation, than those which are 
variegated with interludes of mirth?4 
On the other hand, he expressed opinion of the unsafeness of 
judging "of works of genius merely by the event." This "alternate pre¬ 
valence of merriment and sorrow" shown with equal force "may sometimes 
be more properly ascribed to the vigour of the writer than the justness 
of the design . . . .’’5 In addition, 
... instead of vindicating tragicomedy by the success 
of Shakespeare, we ought, perhaps, to pay new honours 
to that transcendent and unbounded genius that oould 
preside over the passions in sport • . . • 
J-Ibid., p. 699. 
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He oould fill the heart with instantaneous joy or sorrow and thereby 
change one’s disposition as easily as he changed his soenes. But, 
Johnson allowed, had not Shakespeare counteracted himself, "the effects 
even of Shakespeare's poetry might have been yet greater," and "we might 
have been more interested in the distresses of his heroes, had we not 
been so frequently diverted by the jokes of his buffoons."* 
His acceptance of the mixing of tragedy and comedy was a reluc¬ 
tant one. At one point he seemed completely to favor this mixture on 
the basis that it represents reality, since oft times there is joy inter¬ 
mingled with sorrow. Also, experience or common practice will point to 
the fact that the rule prohibiting the mixture had been practically dis¬ 
carded. However, Johnson seemed somewhat cautious. Perhaps a natural 
spirit of restraint and of seriousness checked his approval of tragi¬ 
comedy simply on the grounds of dramatic effectiveness and expressed be¬ 
lief that had it not been for the equal fusion of jollity and sorrow, 
the effects would have been greater. 
O 
Other rules, Johnson added, are more fixed and obligatory. A 
singleness of the chief action is necessary, for two actions of equal 
importance must constitute two plays. Moreover, since the "design of 
tragedy is to instruct by moving the passions, it must always have a 
hero, a personage apparently and incontestably superiour to the rest, 





Thus, the writer's first endeavor, according to Johnson, ought 
to be to 
• • • distinguish nature from custom; or that which is 
established because it is right, from that which is 
right because it is established; that he may neither 
violate essential principles by a desire of novelty, 
nor debar himself from the attainment of beauties within 
his view, by a needless fear of breaking rules which no 
literary dictator had authority to enact 
Basic to the neo-classical oreed was its concept of authority 
upon the "recognition of the ancient classical writers as infallible 
guides in literary matters, sinoe their works were supremely grounded 
in reason and nature,"** the ksy principles of neo-classical thought. 
Consequently, there came 
... belief in the authority of Aristotle, and of 
Horace as the best interpreters of the practice of 
the ancients, and finally faith in the authority of 
certain modern critics who codified his body of 
criticism into immutable law, in much the same way 
as the early Church Fathers crystallized Christianity 
into creeds. On such a hierarchy of authority were 
based the rules, unities, decorums, dootrines of 
kinds and imitation which go to make up the elaborate 
structure of neo-classicism.® 
Johnson's supreme authority was also nature or life itself 
guided by reason. He never lost sight of this authority. That of the 
neo-classical creed which did not coincide with this code could be easily 
cast aside. Thus, "literature must be tested by a direct appeal to 
1Ibid. 
2Brown, op. oit., p. xxi. 
5Ibid., pp. xxi-xxii 
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experience, by its truth to human nature, by its effect upon man's mental, 
emotional, and sensory faculties. And to aid us in determining and 
applying such tests reason is called to the aid of experience. 
Surely enough, Johnson has been referred to as the last great 
voice of the neo-classical cause in his appeal, in theory and in prac¬ 
tice, for many of the principles of the orthodox school. He too advocated 
order, decorum, a sense of dignity, and a lofty purpose in writing. His 
was the same aim as that of the neo-classicists—to instruct as well as 
please. But his was an independent spirit, sometimes referred to as 
radical, in that he refused to adhere strictly to dogmatic rules and 
standards which, as he objected, are too unstable and without basic 
principles. 
His practice and theory both helped to label Johnson as the last 
of the great neo-classicists and as a force which was influential in 
liberating literary productions from the clutches of dogma. 
As has been noted, the eighteenth century was an age which 
naturally lent itself to expression in prose forms, felt to be the device 
whereby logic and reason could best be expressed. However, poetry, par¬ 
ticularly that of the utilitarian or didactic and often satiric nature, 
flourished. Critics of the period had their say concerning the function 
of the poet fluad what, in their opinion, should be the criteria or stan¬ 
dards of poetic expression. Noteworthy are Johnson's comments on this 
literary genre. 
^Ibid., pp. xxii-xxiii 
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Johnson defined poetry as "an art of uniting pleasure with truth 
by calling imagination (i.e., fancy) to the help of reason.The poet's 
equipment, he added, "like that of Cicero's orator, is said to embrace 
all available knowledge of men and nature. "2 
In reflecting upon the mode of poetic expression, Johnson made 
many interesting comments. As has been noted, neo-classical diction was 
colored with elegant and extravagant expressions, which corresponded with 
the overall tone of the age. Johnson advocated "easy” poetry, univer¬ 
sally admired, but governed, to his knowledge, by no fixed rule which 
determines when poetry may be called "easy.” Furthermore, "Horaoe has 
told us, that it is such as 'every reader hopes to equal, but after long 
labour finds unattainable.'"^ Johnson defined it as "that in which 
natural thoughts are expressed without violence to the language."* In 
addition, 
... the discriminating character of ease consists 
principally in the diction; for all true poetry re¬ 
quires that the sentiments be natural. Language 
suffers violence by harsh or by daring figures, by 
transposition, by unusual acceptance of words and 
by any licence which would be avoided by a irriter 
of prose.5 
J-Works, VII, 125. 
2Ibid. 




The employment of any "artifice" in the "construction of verse" elimi¬ 
nates ease in the verse. Likewise, 
... any epithet which can be ejected without diminution 
of the sense, any curious iteration of the same word, 
and all unusual, though not ungrammatical structure of 
speech, destroy the grace of easy poetry.^ 
Citing examples of "licences which an easy writer must decline,” Johnson 
pointed to a few lines from Pope's Iliad. For emphasis, Johnson itali¬ 
cized specific examples in the lines which follow; these words are here 
underscored. 
Achilles' wrath, to Greece 
the direful spring 
Of woes unnumber'd 
heav'nly Goddess sing; 
The wrath which hurl'd 
to Pluto's gloomy reign 
The souls of mighty chiefs 
untimely slain. 
In the passage just quoted Johnson observed that the language of the 
first couplet "is distorted by inversions, clogged with superfluities, 
and clouded by a harsh metaphor."** There are "two words" in the second 
which are "used in an uncommon sense, and two epithets inserted only to 
lengthen the line . . . ."® le conceded that such a practice in a long 
work may be permitted, but it produces an effect characterized by 
"ruggedness" and "obscurity."* 
Moreover, "easy poetry," he contended has been so long excluded 






imagery, that its nature seems now to be forgotten." "Affectation," 
another term used to describe the characteristics of neo-classical 
diction, Johnson added, 
... however opposite to ease is sometimes mistaken 
for it; and those who aspire to gentle elegance, 
collect female phrases and fashionable barbarisms, and 
imagine that style to be easy which custom has made 
familiar.2 
Johnson cited Cato and Cowley as having exemplified the poetio 
grace of "easy" language. Specimens of their verses were given as 
examples of the easy and sublime. "Cowley," Johnson stated, "seems to 
have possessed the power of writing easily beyond any other of our 
poets; yet his pursuit of remote thought led him often into harshness 
of expression."5 Waller, on the other hand, "often attempted, but 
seldom attained it; for he is too frequently driven into transposi¬ 
tions."* Moreover, he added, the poets from Dryden’s time have adorned 
their poetry with such embellishments that they no longer possess sim¬ 
plicity and ease.5 He concluded that it is less difficult in writing 
poetry to fill in with "epithets, brightened by figures, and stiffened 













couplets graced only by naked elegance and simple purity"—an art -which 
requires much care and skill.! 
Regarding the use of oncmatopeia, the accommodation of sound to 
sense, Johnson referred to the excellencies of Borner and Virgil in ex¬ 
hibiting this art. Johnson cited lines from Pope, who 
• . . from the Italian gardens ... transplanted this 
flower, the growth of happier climates, into a soil less 
adapted to its nature, and less favorable to its increase.2 
The lines which follow were quoted by Johnson as verification that Pope 
did not achieve excellence in the art of accommodating sound to sense. 
Soft is the strain, when 
zephyr gently blows, 
And the smooth stream 
in smoother numbers flows; 
But when loud billows lash 
the sounding shore, 
The hoarse rough verse 
should like the torrent roar.® 
Johnson stated that, though these lines do represent "laboured" attention 
and "diligent" endeavor, "celebrated by a rival wit," with the representa¬ 
tion of the "whisper of the vernal breeze," not much excels in softness 
or volubility, and the "smooth stream runs with a perpetual clash of jar¬ 
ring consonants."* However, he continued, noise and turbulence of the 
torrent was easy to image because of the use of a language already harsh.® 
1Ibid. 





Milton, on the other hand, though he 
• • • understood the force of sounds well-adjusted, and 
knew the compass and variety of the ancient measures • . . 
since he was both a musician and a critick, ... seems 
to have considered these conformities of cadence, as 
either not often attainable in our language, or as petty 
excellencies, unworthy of his ambition . • • 
Moreover, Johnson added that Milton regarded this "species of embellish¬ 
ment” only to the extent of not rejecting it when it came unsought. 
Milton, he asserted, 
... had, indeed, a greater and a nobler work to per¬ 
form; a Bingle sentiment of moral or religious truth, 
a single image of life or nature, would have been 
cheaply lost for a thousand echoes of the cadence to 
the sense ... .2 
In addition Milton, who had undertaken the task ”to vindicate the ways 
of God to man, might have been accused of neglecting his cause, had he 
lavished much of his attention upon syllables and sounds*"3 
Perhaps as advice to the beginning author who would naturally 
look to the writers of antiquity for guidance and inspiration, Johnson 
made comments concerning Milton’s influence. He expressed concern over 
the fact that though the new writer 
... may fall below the illustrious writer who has so 
long dictated to the commonwealth of learning, /b±£/ 
attempt may not be wholly useless. There are, in every 
age, new errours to be rectified, and new prejudices to 
be opposed. False taste is always busy to mislead those 
that are entering upon the regions of learning; and the 




traveller, uncertain of his nay, and forsaksn by the sun, 
will be pleased to see a fainter orb arise on the horizon, 
that may rescue him from total darkness, though with weak 
and borrowed lustre.1 
Thus, Johnson felt obligated to the beginning writer to point out some 
of the defects of a great piece of work such as Paradise Lost. He 
attacked the poem’s versification, a point not touched upon in Addison’s 
criticism of it. Johnson’s criticism is based upon the premise that the 
... perception of harmony is, indeed, conferred upon 
men in degrees very unequal, but there are none who do 
not perceive it, or to whom a regular series of pro¬ 
portionate sounds cannot give delight.2 
Furthermore, he was of the opinion that the task of "analyzing lines 
into syllables" may appear minute, and though 
... ridicule may be incurred by a solemn deliberation 
upon accents and pauses, it is certain, that without 
this petty knowledge no man can be a poet, and that 
from the proper disposition of single sounds results 
that harmony that adds force to reason, and gives 
grace to sublimity; that shackles attention, and 
governs passions. 
That verse may be melodious and pleasing, it 
is necessary, not only that the words be so ranged, 
as that the accent may fall on its proper place, but 
that the syllables themselves be so chosen as to 
flow smoothly into one another. This is to be 
effected by a proportionate mixture of vowels and 
consonants, and by tempering the mute consonants with 
liquids and semivowels.3 
Dryden, according to Johnson, pronounced that "a line of monosyllables is 
almost always harsh." This is true, agreed Johnson, in regard to our 
language, 
^•Rambler, No. 86. 
2Ibid. 
^Rambler, No. 88. 
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« • • not beoause monosyllables cannot compose harmony, 
but because our monosyllables, being of teutonick 
original, or formed by contraction, commonly begin and 
end with, consonants . . • 
The following lines, with underscored words which are italicized in text, 
were used by Johnson as illustrations* 
Every lower faculty 
Of sense, whereby they 
hear, see, smell, touch, 
taste.12 
Milton, stated Johnson, "accustomed, not only to the musick of the ancient 
tongues ... but to the softness of the Italian, the most mellifluous of 
all modern poetry," shows evidence of having been convinced of the "un¬ 
fitness of our language for smooth versification."5 For this reason, 
Johnson continued, Milton, only for the sake of adding music to his poem, 
called upon a softer word; for the same reason he used "a long series of 
proper names . . . ." Examples from Milton are cited, with underscorings 
of Johnson’s italicized words* 
The richer seat 
of Atabalipa, and yet unspoil’d 
Guiana, whose great city 
Gerion’s sons 
Call El Dorado.  
The moon The Tuscan 
artist views 
At evening, from the top 
of Fesole 






The underlined words illustrate Johnson’s explanation of Milton’s use of 
words from the Italian which have a tendency to soften and to add music 
to his poetry. It is further revealed that Milton 
... has, indeed, been more attentive to his syllables 
than to his accents, and does not often offend by 
collisions of consonants, or openings of vowels upon 
each other; at least not more often than other writers 
who have had less important or complicated subjects to 
take off their care from the cadence of their lines.1 
In comparison with that of later poets, 
... the great peculiarity of Milton’s versifica¬ 
tion ... is the elision of one vowel before another, 
of the suppression of the last syllable of a word 
ending with a vowel, when a vowel begins the follow¬ 
ing word. 
Johnson illustrates with the following verse from Milton. 
 Knowledge 
Oppresses else with surfeit, 
and soon turns 
Wisdom to folly, as 
nourishment to wind. 
Cited as examples of elision used here are the words knowledge with a 
suppressed last syllable ending with a vowel and the word oppresses 
beginning with a vowel. This license of elision, Johnson explained, 
’’though now disused in English poetry,” was practiced by older English 
writers and permitted in many other languages, ancient and modern. For 
this reason, many oritics, in commenting upon Paradise Lost, have com¬ 
mended Milton for his continuing it. However, Johnson warned that 
this practice ”may be very unsuitable to the genius of the English 
tongue.” He believed that Milton overlooked the “chief defect" of the 
llbid. 
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English language, which is "ruggedness and asperity” and "left our harsh 
cadences yet harsher." Yet he admitted that Milton’s elisions are "not 
all equally to be censured." Nonetheless, the passages will indicate 
that "the musiok is injured, and in some the meaning obscured." 
Contractions cited in examples were stated as being responsible 
for increasing "the roughness of a language too rough already . . . ." 
Though they are sometimes permitted in long poems, "it can never be 
faulty to forbear them." 
The use of the hypermetrical or redundant line of eleven syl¬ 
lables, as seen in the verse below, should never be permitted in heroic 
poetry. 
 Thus it shall befall 
Him who to worth in 
woman over-trusting 
Lets her will rule. __________ 
I also err’d in overmuch admiring.! 
This use, Johnson maintained, does not produce unpleasantness or disso¬ 
nance, but it ought not be allowed in heroic poetry 
... since the narrow limits of our language allow 
us no other distinction of epick and tragick measures, 
than is afforded by the liberty of changing at will 
the terminations of thedramatick lines, and bringing 
them bv that realization of metrical rigour nearer to 
prose.2 
Of the two controversial metrical forms, blank verse and heroic 




essential quality of all verse was the recurrence of settled numbers."^ 
It followed that he found in blank verse "a disordered freedom -which 
militated against that ideal."^ in addition, the 
• • . ever-varying position of the caesura and the use 
of run-on lines, he claimed, led merely to metrical 
confusion; such verses 'seemed to be verse only to 
the eye.’3 
Furthermore, Johnson was convinced that blank verse was unfitted for dif¬ 
ferent modes of expression and also for many themes. "Employed (as by 
some contemporaries) for familiar and commonplace subjects it ^Slank 
verse^ could prove disastrous, resulting merely in ’absurd novelty,’ 
unnatural and transient."^ 
Johnson allowed that though poetry may survive without rhyme, 
he was not sure that English poets could dispense with its use entirely.® 
The use of rhyme he attempted to justify with the point that "the music 
of the English heroic line ... strikes the ear so faintly that it is 
easily lost -unless all the syllables of every line cooperate together"— 
a cooperation obtained through the use of rhyme.” Finding blank verse 
easier than rhyme, Milton, surmised Johnson, "had tried to persuade him¬ 
self that it was the better form."7 








The pastoral, one of the literary ''fixed kinds," "was commonly 
imitated and tried during this period. Many young poets attempted to 
initiate themselves into the literary world by writing pastorals, 
... which, not professing to imitate real life, 
require no experience, and, exhibiting only the simple 
operation of unmingled passions, admit no subtle 
reasoning or deep inquiry.! 
Earlier in his life during the days of the Essays, Johnson devoted the 
discussion to the pastoral in two of the Ramblers. He said, "There is 
scarcely any species of poetry that has allured more readers or excited 
more writers, than the pastoral. 
Concerning the general appeal of the pastoral, Johnson said that 
it pleases beoause it "entertains the mind with representations of scenes 
familiar to almost every imagination ... ."3 In addition, the pastoral 
"exhibits a life, to which we have been always, accustomed to associate 
peace, and leisure, and innocence . . . As a result, it has a psy¬ 
chological appeal in that it fills the heart with images which drive 
away cares and worries; joy, plenty, contentment, pleasure, and repose 
are promised. 
Because of their great satisfying power, true pastorals, Johnson 
declared, are found as a lasting delight. He stated* 
•%orks, Till, 325. 




Our inclination to stillness and tranquillity is seldom 
much lessened by long knowledge of the busy and tumul¬ 
tuary part of the world. In childhood we turn our 
thoughts to the country, as to the region of pleasure; 
we recur to it in old age as a port of rest, and per¬ 
haps with that secondary and adventitious gladness, 
which every man feels on reviewing their places, or 
recollecting those occurrences that contributed to 
his youthful enjoyments, and bring him back to the 
prime of life, when the world was gay with the bloom 
of novelty, when mirth wantoned at his side, and hope 
sparkled before him.* 
The realization of "this universal pleasure has invited numbers 
without number to try their skill in pastoral performances." They have 
succeeded generally 
... after the manner of imitators, transmitting the 
same images in the same combination from one to another, 
till he that reads the title of a poem, may guess at the 
whole series of the compositions nor will a man, after 
the perusal of thousands of these performances, find 
his knowledge enlarged with a single view of nature 
not produced before, or his imagination amused with any 
new application of those views to moral purposes.1 2 
Thus, Johnson contended that this sameness of imagery was found in all 
pastorals. They lacked appeal. 
The range of the pastoral, Johnson contended, is narrow, 
... for though nature itself, philosophically con¬ 
sidered be inexhaustible, yet its general effects on 
the eye, and on the ear, are uniform, and incapable 
of much variety of description.® 





• • • as each age makes some discoveries, and those dis¬ 
coveries are, by degrees, generally known; as new plants, 
or modes of culture, are introduced, and by little and 
little become common pastoral might receive, from time 
to time, small augmentations and exhibit, once in a cen¬ 
tury, a scene somewhat varied.1 
Pastoral subjects, however, he lamented, have been often, "like others, 
taken into the hands of those that were not qualified to adorn them 
... ."2 As a result, due to their ignorance of nature and having only 
their imagination to call upon, the end product was only a representation 
of nature in a '’changed" or "distorted" image, "that their portraits might 
appear something more than servile copies from their predecessors."3 
In addition to limited images of rural life, the occasions by 
which these images "can be properly produced, are few and general." 
According to Johnson, who as the study has revealed, preferred city life 
to that of the country, 
... the state of man confined to the employments and 
pleasures of the country, is so little diversified, 
and exposed to so few of those accidents which produce 
perplexities, terrours, and surprises, in more compli¬ 
cated transactions, that he can be shown but seldom in 
such circumstances as attract curiosity. His ambition 
is without policy, and his love without intrigue. He 
has no complaints to make of his rival, but that he is 
richer than himself; nor any disasters to lament, but 
a cruel mistress, or a bad harvest.^ 
To circumvent this limitation, suggested Johnson, Sannazarius was "in¬ 






substitute fishermen for shepherds, and derive his sentiments from the 
piscatory life ... For so doing, Sann&zarius has been criticized 
by succeeding critics on the principle that "the sea is an object of 
terrour, and by no means proper to amuse the mind, and lay the passiois 
asleep."1 2 * 4 His possible defense, however, as offered by Johnson, might 
be based upon the established maxim, 
... that the poet has a right to select his images, 
and is no more obliged to show the sea in a storm, 
than the land under an inundation; but may display 
all the pleasures, and conceal the dangers of the 
water, as he may lay his shepherd under a shady beach, 
without giving him an ague, or letting a wild beast 
loose upon him.3 
Two defects, however, acconçany the "piscatory eclogue." First of all, 
the sea, Johnson stated, has much less variety than the land; there¬ 
fore, the descriptive writer will find his subject "sooner exhausted." 
Secondly, "the ignorance of maritime pleasures, in which the greater 
part of mankind must always live," is an "obstacle to the general 
reception of this kind of poetry."^ Thus, it was vain for a writer 
like Sannazarius, who lived near the coast, to endeavor "to make that 
loved which was not understood."® 
Johnson ended this particular essay with an expression of fear 






great additions or diversifications." Descriptions may certainly vary 
from those of Virgil, 
... as an English from an Italian summer, and, in some 
respects, as modern from ancient life; but as nature is 
in both countries nearly the same, and as poetry has to 
do rather with the passions of men, which are uniform, 
than their customs, which are changeable, the varieties, 
which time or place can furnish, will be inconsiderable 
• • • 
In the following essay of The Ranh 1er, Johnson discussed the 
true principles of pastoral poetry. This discussion Johnson felt neces¬ 
sary, for, as he declared, neither the authors nor the critics of lat¬ 
ter times have regarded originals left by antiquity. Instead, they 
have become involved in principles which have "no foundation in the 
nature of things" and "are wholly to be rejected from a species of 
composition, in which, above all others, mere nature is to be regar¬ 
ded."2 Against these misguided principles, Johnson made an appeal 
for the pastorals of Virgil, "from whose opinion it will not appear 
very safe to depart . . • ."® 
Drawing from Virgil's writings, Johnson gave the definition of 
a pastoral as a "poem in which any action or passion is represented by 
its effects upon a country life."* Therefore, Johnson concluded that 
whatever may, "according to the common course of things, happen in the 
1Ibid. 




country, may afford a subject for a pastoral poet."-1- With this defini¬ 
tion in mind, it is not necessary for critics to insist that pastorals 
be laid in the golden age, thereby causing the reader to "exalt his ideas 
of the pastoral character, by carrying Ms thoughts back to the age in 
■which the care of herds and flocks was the employment of the wisest and 
O 
greatest men." 
Many errors have been committed. First of all, the general out¬ 
look on the pastoral has been wrong. Instead of reasoning the pastoral 
to be in general 
... a representation of rural nature, and, consequently, 
as exhibiting the ideas and sentiments of those, whoever 
they are, to whom the country affords pleasure or em¬ 
ployment, 3 
it is conceived 
... simply as a dialogue, or narrative of men actually 
tending sheep, and busied in the lowest and most la¬ 
borious offices} from whence they very readily concluded, 
since characters must necessarily be preserved, that 
either the sentiments must sink to the level of the 
speakers, or the speakers must be raised to the height 
of the sentiments.4 
Consequently, with this general erroneous concept, many others 






of the notion that it is necessary to preserve the imaginary manners of 
the golden age and have believed that only "lillies and roses, and rocks 
and streams, among which are heard the gentle whispers of ohaste fond¬ 
ness, or the soft complaints of amorous impatience,”* Johnson gave these 
comments : 
In pastoral, as in other writings, chastity of sentiment 
ought doubtless to be observed, and purity of manners to 
be represented; not because the poet is confined to the 
images of the golden age, but because, having the subject 
in his own choice, he ought always to consult the interest 
of virtue.2 
Another principle advocated by the supporters of the golden age 
which is attacked by Johnson is that which contends that "to support the 
character of the shepherd, it is proper that all refinement should be 
avoided, and that some slight instances of ignorance should be inter¬ 
spersed."® Johnson’s stand was that placing shepherds in their primi¬ 
tive position would require giving them the characteristic of learning 
among other qualifications, for it was in this type of existence in 
which "they conversed with divinities, and transmitted to succeeding 
ages the arts of life."4 
The practice of other writers in which they have the "mean and 
despicable condition of a shepherd always before him" and resort to de¬ 




rustick words, which they very learnedly call Dorick ... a mangled 
dialect, which no human being ever could have spoken," results in the 
inconsistency of "joining elegance of thought with coarseness of dic¬ 
tion* "1 
Additional points were discussed. What Johnson might term the 
"true pastoral" 
. • • admits of all ranks of persons, because persons of 
all ranks inhabit the country. It excludes not, there¬ 
fore, an acoount of the characters necessary to be in¬ 
troduced, any elevation or delicacy of sentiment; those 
ideas only are improper, which, not owing their original 
to rural objects, are not pastoral.1 2 3 
Returning again to the definition of a pastoral as quoted from Virgil— 
"the representation of an action or passion by its effects upon a 
country life," Johnson emphasized the fact that there is nothing 
peculiar about this except "its confinement to rural imagery, without 
■which it ceases to be pastoral."® Also, there is fallacy in giving 
... the title of a pastoral to verses, in which the 
speakers, after the slight mention of their flocks, 
fall to complaints of erreurs in the church, and 
corruptions in the government, or to lamentations of 
the death of some illustrious person, whom, when once 
the poet has called a shepherd, he has no longer any 
labour upon his hands, but can make the clouds weep, 
and lilies wither, and the sheep hang their heads, 






One final and general criticism aimed at the writers of pastorals 
is that they have written without regard 
• • • both of life and nature, and filled their produc¬ 
tions with mythological allusions, with incredible fic¬ 
tions, and with sentiments which neither passion nor 
reason could have diotated, sinoe the change which 
religion has made in the whole system of the world.^ 
The letters of Euphelia written to "Mr. Rambler" are interesting examples 
of Johnson’s satire on the misguidance and misrepresentations of ideal 
rural life as portrayed by pastoral writers,^ much of which was written, 
as Johnson accused, from their own imagination without due regard to 
reason and nature. 
The writing of pastorals as they were commonly done, according 
to Johnson, were imitations which were not executed well. For the most 
part, they were written in ignorance of the subject; genius, experience, 
and sincerity of purpose were lacking. Nothing new was added to the 
original, and that which was written often misled the reader, for it 
misrepresented what it set out to picture. This error or weakness was 
against Johnson’s criteria of truth and general appeal, qualities whioh 
he believed should be in all literature. 
Significant also were Johnson’s comments on various other as¬ 
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In one instanoe he stated that Mall true poetry requires that 
the sentiments be natural.”1 At another point, when in conversation 
with Boswell, who tried to justify "middle-rate" poetry, Johnson made 
this remark, "as there is no necessity for our having poetry at all, 
it being merely a luxury, an instrument of pleasure, it can have no 
value unless i/dien exquisite in its kind."^ In this connection he con¬ 
demned the use of "mean" or "low" terms in poetry. To illustrate he 
quoted a passage from Macbeth in which the expression "dunnest smoke of 
hell" was used. The point of attack here is the use of the word dun 
which Johnson intimated was then "seldom heard but in the stable, and 
dun might say come or go without any other notice than contempt."3 He 
recommended that "an acquaintance with prevailing customs and fashionable 
elegance is necessary ... As a warning to maxy who "complain of 
neglect who never tried to attract regard," Johnson advised: 
Few have abilities so much needed by the rest of the 
world as to be caressed on their own terms j and he 
that will not condescend to recommend himself by 
external embellishments, must submit to the fate of 
just sentiment meanly expressed, and be ridiculed 
and forgotten before he is understood.® 
This is Johnson the neo-classicist, in theory and in practice. His 
recommending the use of external embellishments is in line with 
lldler, No. 77. 
2Boswell, op. cit., II, 351-52. 




neo-classical taste regarding ”a liking for the resounding word, prefer¬ 
ably of Latin origin, and a desire to avoid the plain word by using an 
elegant phrase 
Another of the forms -which was held in great esteem during the 
neo-classical age was epic or heroic poetry; Johnson declared that there 
is "that exaltation above common life, which in tragick or heroick 
writings often reconciles us to bold flights and daring figures. 
Many were the contributions of writers who wrote on subjects of 
tençorary interest. Mich of this occasional writing (verse and prose) 
which had had the power to "inflame factions, and fill a kingdom with 
confusion, have now very little effect upon a frigid critick . . . ,"5 
Also to be remembered is that 
• . • in proportion as those who write on temporary 
subjects are exalted above their merit at first, they 
are afterwards depressed below it; nor can the brightest 
elegance of diction, or most artful subtilty of reason¬ 
ing, hope for so much esteem from those whose regard is 
no longer quickened by curiosity or pride 
Commenting at a later date, 1778, on the subject of occasional verse in 
reply to Mus grave's statement that "a temporary poem always entertains 
us," Johnson replied, "So does an aocount of the criminals hanged 
yesterday entertain us."5 
-%oods, Watt, and Anderson, op. cit., p. 699. Cf. Rambler, 
^Rambler, No. 57. 
^Rambler, No. 106. 
4Ibid. 
5Boswell, op. cit., Ill, 318. 
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It is his appeal to "general principles or universal truths” 
which determines the fate of a writer. Grounded in such principles, 
. • * he may hope to be often read, because his work 
will be equally useful at all times and in every 
country; but he cannot expect it to be received with 
eagerness, or to spread with rapidity, because desire 
can have no particular stimulation; that which is to 
be loved long, must be loved with reason rather than 
with passion. He that lays his labours out upon 
temporary subjects, easily finds readers, and quickly 
loses them; for what should make the book valued when 
the subject is no more?l 
Application of this theory is made to Samuel Butler’s Hudibras, 
"a mock-heroic poem ridiculing the absurd notions and practices of the 
religious sects puritans, in particular^ that were opposed to the 
monarchy at the time of the Restoration.”2 The poem is almost forgotten 
although it was 
... embellished with sentiments and diversified with 
allusions, however bright with wit, and however solid 
with truth. The hypocrisy which it detected, and the 
folly which it ridiculed, have long vanished from 
publick notice. Those who had felt the mischief of 
discord, and the tyranny of usurpation, read it with 
rapture; for every line brought back to memory something 
known, and gratified resentment by the just censure of 
something hated. But the book, which was once quoted by 
princes, and which supplied conversation to all the 
assemblies of the gay and witty, is now seldom mentioned, 
and even by those that affect to mention it, is seldom 
read. So vainly is wit lavished upon figitive topicks; 
so little can architecture secure duration when the 
ground is false.5 
ildler, Wo. 59. 
2Woods, Watt, and Anderson, op. cit., p. 731. 
5Idler, No. 59 
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Even in his discussion of poetry Johnson was always the advocate 
of those universal truths which are grounded in the precepts of reason 
and nature. His pronouncements regarding poetry and the function of 
the poet expressed the very essence of the neo-classical code. The tem¬ 
per and overall tone of the age may be seen throughout these pronounce¬ 
ments. Johnson did not consider poetry to be necessary and thought of 
it as a luxury. Therefore, in his opinions poetry should receive 
special treatment which would enable poetic expression to exemplify the 
elaborateness and luxurious embellishments of the Augustan era by the 
use of words which are certainly not ’'mean” and "low," but elegant. 
Otherwise, the author writes "just sentiments meanly expressed" and 
suffers ridicule and literary doom. Therefore the writer should strive 
to express sentiments that are natural or in keeping with the prevail¬ 
ing customs and fashions of his age. 
In the initial chapter of this study was revealed the eighteenth 
century’s bent toward prose forms, felt to be the instruments of the 
reason.* With the ençhasis upon reason and logic, the lyrical quality 
in poetry suffered} instead, various forms of prose flourished. Johnson 
shared his reflections on these prose types with his readers. Many of 
his essays, if not in their entirety, do, in part, give his views. 
One of these prose types on which Johnson focused his attention 
is history. Commenting on the write!* of this form he expressed the 
attitude that there was no writer who had a more easy task than the 
LSupra, p. 52. 
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historian. "While "the philosopher has the works of omniscience to 
examine," and "the poet trusts to his invention," the "happy historian 
has no other labour than of gathering what tradition pours down before 
him, or records treasure for his use." 
Johnson showed concern over his country's barrenness of histori¬ 
cal genius. How is it, he asked, that "we have not historians among us, 
whom we may venture to place in comparison with any that the neighbour¬ 
ing nations can produce?"! He praised the attempts of Raleigh, 
Clarendon, and Kholles. Raleigh deserved to be celebrated, he observed, 
"for the labour of his researches, and the elegance of his style"; but 
his genius has been directed more toward selecting faots than to adorn¬ 
ing them. The works of Clarendon, he noted, deserve more regard. It 
is true that "his diction is, indeed, neither exact in itself, nor 
suited to the purpose of history," It is also true that his narration 
is "not sufficiently rapid, being stopped too frequently by particu¬ 
larities." Nevertheless, 
... ignoranoe or carelessness of the art of writing 
is amply compensated by his knowledge of nature and 
of policy; the wisdom of his maxims, the justness of 
his reasonings, and the variety, distinctness, and 
strength of his characters.2 
He judged Kholles as the one historian no other writer had excelled. 
Kholles, in his history of the Turks, "has displayed all the excellencies 
^Rambler, No. 122. 
2Ibid 
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that narration can admit." However, Johnson stated that Knolles sank 
into oblivion because of the "remoteness and barbarity of the people, 
•whose story he relates."-*- His genius had been employed upon a foreign 
and uninteresting subject, and, therefore, had "exposed to the 
danger of oblivion by recounting enterprises and revolutions, of which 
none desire to be informed."** 
In the realm of biography, one of the prose forms upon which 
Johnson commented, he himself produced a compilation of biographies, 
Lives of the English Poets (1779-1781), which seems to have "withstood 
the test of time." Boswell praised Johnson’s excellence in handling the 
form. Referring to Johnson, Boswell stated that in the writing of 
biography, 
... there can be no question that he excelled, beyond 
all who have attempted that species of composition; upon 
which, indeed, he set the highest value. To the minute 
selection of characteristical circumstances, for which 
the ancients were remarkable, he added a philosophical 
research, and the most perspicuous and energetick 
language.3 
Then, without the knowledge that his own Life of Johnson would attain 
literary praise and glory, Boswell made these remarks: 
To write the life of him who excelled all mankind in 
writing the lives of others, and who, whether we con¬ 
sider his extraordinary endowments, or his various 
works, has been equalled by few in any age, is an 
J-Ibid. 
2Ibid. 
3Boswell, op, cit., I, 29. 
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arduous, and may be reckoned in me a presumptuous 
task.1 
He added that if Johnson had written his own life, 
... in conformity with the opinion which he has 
given,. • . that every man’s life may be best written 
by himself; had employed in the preservation of his 
own history, that clearness of narration and elegance 
of language in which he has embalmed so many eminent 
persons, the world would probably have had the most 
perfect example of biography that was ever exhibited. 
But although he at different times, in a desultory 
maimer, committed to writing many particulars of the 
progress of his mind and fortunes, he never had per¬ 
severing diligence enough to form them into a regular 
composition. Of these memorials a few have been pre¬ 
served; but the greater part was consigned by him to 
the flames, a few days before his death.^ 
Therefore, as Boswell stated, his Life was based upon communications with 
persons who knew Johnson during his earlier years and conversations with 
Johnson during their twenty years of acquaintance. 
In commenting upon current biography, Johnson said to Boswell 
during the Hebrides Tour that he 
... did not know any literary man’s life in England 
well-written. It should tell us his studies, his 
manner of life, the means by which he attained to 
excellence, his opinion of his own works, and such 
particulars.3 
Biography, he observed, had often been allotted to writers who 
were very little acquainted with their task or were very negligent about 
the performance. In addition, "if now and then they condescend to inform 
1Ibid. 
^Ibid., pp. 29-30. 
5Ibid. 
^Rambler, No. 60. 
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the world of particular facts, they are not always so happy as to select 
the most important.”1 He concluded that if we owe regard to the memory 
of the dead, ’’there is yet more respect to be paid to knowledge, to vir- 
2 
tue, and to truth." 
As was noted earlier, «pistolary- writings were popular during 
the eighteenth century. Among Johnson’s keepsakes are his many letters 
addressed to his acquaintances. Once again he pointed to the weakness 
of English writers in this prose form, as in history. He noted that 
among the numerous writers which "our nation has produced," equal to 
those of other nations in genius and excellence, "very few have endea¬ 
vored to distinguish themselves by the publication of letters, except 
such as were written in the discharge of public trusts."'* 
The most rigidly required qualities of letter-writing are "ease 
and simplicity, an even flow of unlaboured diction, and an artless 
arrangement of obvious sentiments."^ However, in the hands of contem¬ 
porary writers these qualities were scarce and imperfect. He contended 
further that 
... nothing can be more improper than ease and laxity 
of expression, when the importance of the subject im¬ 
presses solicitude, or the dignity of the person exacts 
reverence.® 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid« Cf. Idler, No. 84. 




Popular also in the eighteenth century mis news-writing. Observ¬ 
ing the increase in the number of writers engaged in writing news, 
Johnson said, 
... no species of literary men has lately been so 
much multiplied as the writers of news. Not many 
years ago the nation was content with one gazette; 
but now we have not only in the metropolis papers 
for every morning and every evening, but almost 
every large town has its weekly historian, who 
regularly circulates his periodical intelligence, 
and fills the villages of his district with con¬ 
jectures on the events of war, and with debates 
in the true interest of Europe 
His indictment against news-writing is bitter. He noted that to write 
such compositions is required "neither genius nor knowledge, neither 
industry nor sprightliness; but contempt of shame and indifference to 
2 
truth are absolutely necessary." The most biting of all his criti¬ 
cisms of news-writing lies in this statement: 
A peace will equally leave the warriour and relater of 
wars destitute of employment; and I know not whether 
more is to be dreaded from streets filled with soldiers 
accustomed to plunder, or from garrets filled with 
scribblers accustomed to lie.® 
Here he exhibited no respect for the news-writers. He condemned them 
for their lack of industry and failure to report the truth. 
In his discussion of essay writing, the task to which he turned 
during his earlier years, Johnson observed that "as every scheme of life, 




so every form of writing, has its advantages and inconveniences, though 
not mingled in the same proportions."^ Continuing, he declared! 
The writer of essays escapes many embarrassments 
to which a larger work would have exposed him; he seldom 
harasses his reason with long trains of consequences, 
dims his eyes with the perusal of antiquated volumes, or 
burdens his memory with great accumulations of prepara¬ 
tory knowledge. 2 
The difficulty most frequently faced by essayists is the "perpetual demand 
for novelty and change."® As it happens, therefore, though the writer 
has at hand a large variety of subjects from which to choose, it is by 
chance that a particular one is selected. Then the mind, 
... rejoicing at deliverance on any terms from per¬ 
plexity and suspense, applies herself vigorously to 
the work before her, collects embellishments and 
illustrations, and sometimes finishes, with great 
elegance and happiness, what in a state of ease and 
leisure she never had begun.* 
Johnson wrote two essays in The Idler which are devoted to the 
history of translation. In one of them he accounted for the early begin¬ 
nings of the art of translation. In doing so, he stated ttiat among the 
studies which have exercised the minds of the "ingenious and the learned 
for more than three centuries, none has been more diligently or more 
successfully cultivated than the art of translation . . . ."® He added 




5Idler, No. 68. 
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that the ancients have left models of every other kind of writing, but 
the moderns may justly claim translation as their own.* This, he explained, 
is due to the fact that during the "first ages of the world instruction was 
commonly oral, and learning traditional, and what was not written could not 
be translated." However, when writing by alphabets made 
... conveyance of opinions and the transmission of 
events more easy and certain, literature did not flourish 
in more than one country at once, or distant nations had 
little commerce with each other; and those few whom 
curiosity sent abroad in quest of improvement, delivered 
their acquisitions in their own manner, desirous, perhaps, 
to be considered as the inventors of that which they had 
learned from others.2 
Among those who traveled to distant lands were the Greeks who 
traveled in Egypt for a time, but there were no books translated from the 
Egyptian language. Neither were there translations of books of their 
conquered nations, for those nations which became subjects of "Grecian 
dominion studied only the Grecian literature."® Moreover, existing books 
of conquered nations sank into "oblivion," for 
... Greece considered herself as the mistress, if not 
as the parent of arts, her language contained all that 
was supposed to be known, and, except the sacred writings 
of the Old Testament, I know not that the library of 
Alexandria adopted any thing from a foreign tongue.^ 
The Romans, he observed, confessed that they were scholars of 






language when, having learned the Greek language, they could study the 
originals. However, some translations of dramatic poems, tragedies and 
comedies were attempted, more frequently for "exercise or amusement, 
than for farne."^- The Arabs, upon conquering a portion of the Greek em¬ 
pire, found that their captives were wiser than they, therefore to receive 
the learning of their arts of medicine and philosophy, they occupied their 
chief authors with translations into Arabic. 
With the fall of the Roman Empire, the study of ancient litera¬ 
ture was interrupted, for the distresses which accompanied the violence 
of war suspended the attention which might have been devoted to the 
cultivation of any literary endeavor. As soon as order was restored, 
hcnpever, "learning began again to flourish in the calm of peace," and 
"translation became one of the means by which it was imparted."2 Even¬ 
tually, the European world was awakened from its lethargy, and 
... those arts which had been long obscurely studied 
in the gloom of monasteries became the general favou¬ 
rites of mankind} every nation vied with its neighbour 
for the prize of learning; the epidemical emulation 
spread from south to north, and curiosity and trans¬ 
lation found their way to Britain.3 
In the next paper Johnson commented on the handling of transla¬ 
tions by some English writers. Chaucer, he noted, "who is generally con¬ 





the Comforts of Philosophy, a hook which seems to have been the favourite 
of the middle ages which had been translated into Saxon by King 
Alfred #b. . ."3- He thought that Chaucer would have applied more than 
common attention to such a celebrated author. Chaucer, however, according 
to Johnson, 
... has attested nothing higher than a version strictly 
literal, and has degraded the poetical parts to prose, 
that the constraint of versification might not obstruct 
his zeal for fidelity.2 
Proceeding to Caxton, who "taught us typography about the year 
1474," Johnson observed that "the first book printed in English was a 
translation."3 Though Caxton translated and printed the Destruction of 
Troye, "a book mhich, in that infancy of learning, was considered as 
the best account of the fabulous ages,"4 he 
... printed nothing but translations from the French 
in which the original is so scrupulously followed, 
that they afford us little knowledge of our own languages 
though the words are English, the phrase is foreign.3 
Other English writers exhibited the same "servile closeness." However, 
later, the writers of the Restoration, constrained no longer, began 
making literal translations that their want of poetry might be con¬ 
cealed. "The wits of Charles’ time," he said, "had seldom more than 






slight and superficial views; and their care was to hide their want of 
learning behind the colours of a gay imagination; they therefore trans¬ 
lated always with freedom, sometimes with licentiousness ... ."1 By 
such means were translations made "more easy to the writer, and more 
delightful to the reader." His conclusion is that Dryden realized early 
that closeness to the original "best preserved the author’s sense, and 
that freedom best exhibited his spirit." Thus he advised that he who 
can be faithful and yet please, "who can convey the same thought with 
the same graces, and who, when he translates, changes nothing but the 
language ..." will deserve the highest praise.2 
As attention is focused upon the many literary forms which were 
popular during Johnson's time, one oazmot overlook Johnson's comments 
on the travel narratives, which were prevalent because of the great 
interest in exploration and discovery. 
Johnson was highly critical of travel narratives, stating that 
he thought that there may be few books which disappoint their readers 
more than the narrations of travellers. Readers seek gratification of 
their desire to learn the "sentiments, manners, and conditions" of the 
rest of mankind. Upon opening a book of travel, however, they find 
"nothing ... but such general acoounts as leave no distinct idea 
behind them, or such minute enumerations as few can read with either 
profit or delight."3 
^Ibid. 
2Ibid. 
5Idler, No. 97. 
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He advised that every writer of travels 
• . • should consider, that, like all authors, he under¬ 
takes either to instruct or please, or to mingle pleas Tire 
with instruction. He that instructs must offer to the 
mind something to be imitated, or something to be avoided; 
he that pleases must offer new images to his reader, and 
enable him to form a tacit comparison of his own state 
with that of others#! 
Many travellers tell nothing, he continued, beoause of the method 
in their traveling; they make hasty visits, guess at the manners and 
customs of the inhabitants of a town, and move on to another. Others 
are oonoerned only with the physical features of a country. Still others 
are interested in the "elegance and softness" found in a pioture in an 
Italian palace, or the magnificence in a church edifioe, or inscriptions, 
"elegant and rude." 
As a reminder to the writer on travels, he made these comments: 
He that would travel for the entertainment of others, 
should remember that the great object of remark is human 
life. Every nation has something peculiar in its manu¬ 
factures, its works of genius, its medicines, its agri¬ 
culture, its customs and its policy. He only is a useful 
traveller, who brings home something by which his country 
may be benefited; who procures some supply of want, or 
same mitigation of evil, which may enable his readers to 
oompare their condition with that of others, to improve 
it whenever it is worse, and whenever it is better to 
enjoy it.2 
Johnson never lost sight of his emphasis on reason and nature# 
Travel literature, he was convinced, should concern itself with the cus¬ 




main interest of people who do not find it possible or convenient to 
travel* 
Mention has been made of the vast amount of periodical literature 
which the eighteenth century produoed. These periodicals had their start 
in the seventeenth century, and even earlierEssays had been written 
by Sidney and Bacon in the Elizabethan age; news-journals like the 
Observator, published by Sir Roger L'Estrange, had appeared as early as 
1681. In 1665, The London Gazette, "the first English publication that 
o 
might be considered a modern newspaper,” was issued. However, it is 
to the eighteenth oentury that full credit is given 
... for expanding and bringing to a high point of per¬ 
fection not only the essay itself, but the gathering 
together of the literary material for regular publication 
to make a periodical.3 
Defoe's Review, a news-journal issued two or three times a week, 
and running from 1704 to 1713, followed very closely The Daily Courant, 
the first daily journal, started in 1702. The work of Addison and 
Steele In The Tatler (1709) and The Spectator (1711), both "oritical of 
social and literary manners," contributed much toward the founding of 
the English magazine, "the first representative of whioh that oould be 
called modern was The Gentleman's Magazine, dating from 1731."* This 
is the magazine to which Johnson contributed as a hack writer. It was 





later that he wrote a series of essays on manners, morals, and litera¬ 
ture, issued in a periodical of his own, The Rambler, 1750-1752, tod 
The Idler, 1758-1760, "a section of The Universal Chronicle, or Weekly 
Gazette, a periodical that was started early in 1758 and published on 
SaturdaysJohnson’s contributions were issued from April 15, 1758, 
to April 15, 1760. 
In 1763 Johnson made comments concerning reviews and reviewers. 
Boswell statedt 
Talking of the Reviews /The Critioal Review, owned by 
a Mr. Hamilton, a printer,^ and edited by Smollett]/,® 
Johnson said, ’I think them very impartial! do not 
know an instance of partiality. The Monthly Reviewers, 
are not Deists; but they are Christians with as little 
Christianity as may be; and are for pulling down all 
establishments. The Critical Reviewers are for sup¬ 
porting the constitution both in ohurch and state. 
The Critioal Reviewers, I believe, often review with¬ 
out reading the books through; but lay hold of a 
topick, and write chiefly from their own minds. The 
Monthly Reviewers are duller men, and are glad to 
read tne books through.*4 
Johnson himself made contributions to The Critioal Review. Bos¬ 
well recorded his having given a review in 1763 of Graham's acoount of 
"Telemachus, a Mask," a poem telling of the conflict of opposite prin¬ 
ciples, for example, pleasure and virtue.3 Mentioned also is hi6 review 
^Ibid., p. 1030. 
2Boswell, op. oit., II, 260, n. 1. 
3Ibid., Ill, 37, n. 2. 
4Ibid., p. 37. 
6Ibid., I, 475. 
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in 1764 of Grainger's poem, "Sugar Cane," and one of Goldsmith's poems, 
"The Traveller."! 
Significant are the remarks on periodical writers given in the 
Essays. Johnson was aware of the many problems which the periodical 
writer faced, for he was one himself. Therefore, many of his comments 
were the result of personal experiences. First of all, as an essayist, 
he was faoed with the problem of satisfying the interests of his readers 
who had preconoeived notions, perhaps based upon the trend of the subject 
matter of the Addison-Steele series, of what they wanted in a periodical. 
The Spectator Papers had satisfied the expectations of the readers, and 
many of them demanded, to the point of remonstrating, that other weekly 
o 
papers should conform. Johnson was aware of this, but stated that 
... they do not know, or do not reflect, that an author 
has a rule of ohoioe peculiar to himself; and seleots 
those subjects idiich he is best qualified to treat, by 
the course of his studies, or the aooidents of his life; 
that some topicks of amusement have been already treated 
with too much suocess to invite a competition; and that 
he who endeavours to gain many readers must try various 
arts of invitation, essay every avenue of pleasure, and 
make frequent changes in his methods of approach.^ 
Furthermore, he added, he could not permit himself, "amidst this tumult 
of criticism, as a ship in a poetical tempest," to be dashed and tossed 
about. But since the criticisms are not unanimous, "I can, without 
soruple, neglect them, and endeavor to gain the favour of the publiok, 
1rbld.J p. 557. 
^Rambler, No. 23. Cf. Idler, No. 1. 
sIbid 
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by following the direotion of my own reason, and indulging the sallies 
of my own imagination. 
Johnson spoke out against the ill criticisms of these haok 
writers and pleaded that they be treated with kindness, though they may 
not deserve reverence.1 2 * Their papers, according to Johnson, "have uses 
more adequate to the purposes of common life than more pompous and 
durable volumes." Thus, "the humble author of journals and gazettes 
must be considered as a liberal dispenser of beneficial knowledge."3 
Due regard must be given also to the "abridger, compiler, and trans¬ 
lator," who may not be ranked with the historiographer, but do not de¬ 
serve annihilation, for "every size of readers requires a genius of 
correspondent capacity • • . ."4 
Johnson was of the opinion that these various prose productions, 
for the most part, lacked real genius, industry, and truth. He allowed, 
however, particularly in the case of the periodical writers, perhaps 
because of a personal attachment, that these writers should be treated 
with kindness, for each in his own way, fulfills his obligation to his 
public. 
A study of the development of the novel during the eighteenth 
century will reveal that the neo-classioal age contributed a real service 
to the growth of this genre. "Not only did it ^the neo-classical age^ 
1Ibid. 




organize narrative into the body and shape of the modern novel, but it 
began to develop the novel in a variety of nays to experiment with some 
of the many forms the type can assume."1 
Johnson made comments concerning works of fiction in one of the 
essays. These selections, 
... with whioh the present generation seems more par¬ 
ticularly delighted, are such as exhibit life in its 
true state, diversified only by accidents that daily 
happen in the world, and influenced by passions and 
qualities which are really to be found in conversing 
with mankind.2 
He termed this kind of writing as the comedy of romance, and as "its 
provinoe is to bring about natural events by easy means, and to keep up 
curiosity without the help of wonder," it is, 
... therefore precluded from the machines and expedients 
of the heroiek romance, and oan neither employ giants 
to snatch away a lady from the nuptial rites, nor knights 
to bring her back from captivity; it can neither bewilder 
its personages in deserts, nor lodge them in imaginary 
castles.3 
The task of the writers of this genre is different from that of 
writers of other imaginative works. It requires, along with learning 
which is received from books, "that experience which can never be 
attained by solitary diligence, but must arise from general converse 
and aocurate observation of the living world."4 This type of writing, 
%oods, Watt, and Anderson, op. cit., p. 722. 




as instruction to youth, should "convey the knowledge of vice and virtue 
with more efficacy than axioms and definitions." Moreover, in executing 
the f reedom of selecting objects and individuals upon which the attention 
ought to be focused, care and discretion should be exercised. Likewise, 
... it is justly considered as the greatest 
excellency of art, to imitate nature; but it is 
necessary to distinguish those parts of nature, 
which are most proper for imitation; greater 
care is still required in representing life, 
which is so often discoloured by passion, or 
deformed by wickedness.! 
There was hardly an aspect of literature which escaped Johnson’s 
attention. As the background chapter revealed, the eighteenth century 
was prolific in prose. Inasnuch as it was an age of reason and logic, 
prose was felt to be the instrument for the expression of such. Johnson, 
too, was prolific, in his reflections on the many prose types then 
prevalent. 
Perhaps had it not been for the fact that Johnson suffered a 
phobia of melancholia, never wanted to be alone, and was always in 
search of company, another of his great talents would not have been 
developed, and many of his critical and philosophical reflections 
would not have been given for posterity's records. It was while 
engaged in conversation with his friends and associates, and people 
of all walks of life, that Johnson, although satisfying a personal 
need, helped to popularize an art in which he excelled. 
lib id 
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In the discussion of Johnson's classical preparation and quali¬ 
fications as a literary dictator of the eighteenth century, he iras 
referred to as a "warrior" of conversation* His associates were con¬ 
scious of this great ability -which enabled him 
• • • to associate without envy with other men of genius, 
and at the same time to be equally at home (in Reynold's 
phrase) with 'many mean persons whose presenoe he could 
command.'1 
Furthermore, 
... it may be said of him that it was only in company and 
in conversation that he was a man with ten talents making 
full use of them all. Left alone with a pen in his study, 
he had command of no more than half his talents; but let 
a visitor call, and there was all but as great a difference 
as between Achilles sulking in his tent and the Aohilles of 
battle.2 
He is said to have found his "true vooation, not in his work, but in his 
idleness," for "he was most active when he was most slothful, and never 
wanted his time less than when he was wasting his time."5 Johnson often 
reproached himself with indolence because of his avid participation in 
and cultivation of an art, considered never as a profession by which 
men usually earn a livelihood, and, therefore, denounced himself as an 
idler.4 
His excellence as a conversationalist was developed through 
systematic practice, thereby establishing for himself a rule which, he 
is said to have told Reynolds, he "always practised on every occasion, 
*Iynd, op. cit., p. 18. 
2Ibid«, pp. 18-19. 
5Ibid., p. 19. 
4Ibid., pp. 19-20. 
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of speaking his best, -whether the person to whom he addressed himself 
was or was not capable of comprehending him."^ 
Johnson wrote early in his literary career of this art in one 
of the essays, saying that "none of the desires dictated by vanity is 
more general, or less blamable, than that of being distinguished for the 
2 
arts of conversation. The study revealed earlier that Johnson was 
sought by individuals of the literary world for advice concerning their 
work. Much of this advice was given through exchange of conversation; 
however, fortunately for posterity, much of his advice to the young 
author has been recorded in his essays of The Rambler and The Idler. 
It was with a memory of personal experiences and a sympathetic 
understanding that Johnson could write words which so vividly described 
the plight of the young author. His words of advice, he hoped, would 
caution him ^the young author^ against many of the pitfalls which lay 
in his path. 
As a defense of the literary profession Johnson expressed the 
opinion that authors were as important contributors to the service of 
mankind as men of other occupations. However, his observations 
occasioned these comments: 
It is allowed that vocations and employments of 
least dignity are of the most apparent use; that the 
meanest artisan or manufacturer contributes more to 
the accommodation of life, than the profound scholar 
and argumentative theorist; and that the publick 
would suffer less present inconvenience from the 
^Ibid., p. 20. 
^Rambler, No. 188. 
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banishment of philosophers than from the extinction 
of any common trade. 
Some have been so forcibly struck -with this ob¬ 
servation, that they have, in the first -warmth of 
their disoovery, thought it reasonable to alter the 
oommon distribution of dignity, and ventured to oon- 
demn mankind of universal ingratitude. For justice 
exacts, that those by idiom we are most benefited 
should be most honoured. And what labour can be more 
useful than that which procures to families and com¬ 
munities those necessaries which supply the wants of 
nature, or those conveniences by which ease, security, 
and elegance, are conferred?! 
He said that if we attempted to "estimate dignity by immediate 
usefulness, agriculture is undoubtedly the first and noblest soienoe; 
• . . ."2 Yet, he added, this science is engaged in by men who drive 
the plough, break the clod, spread the manure, scatter the seeds, and 
reap the harvest—men 
... whom those that feed upon their industry will never 
be persuaded to admit into the same rank with heroes or 
with sages; and who, after all the confession which truth 
may extort in favour of their occupation, must be content 
to fill up the lowest class of the commonwealth, to form 
the base of the pyramid of subordination, and lie buried 
in obscurity themselves, while they support all that is 
splendid, conspicuous, or exalted.® 
The general purport of this argument, as Johnson progressed in 
the essay, was that rational beings naturally do not exalt those voca¬ 
tions and occupations which require manual or muscular strength and 
dexterity, for they do not consider them as equal with "tasks that 




exorcise the intellectual powers, and require the active vigour of 
«1 
imagination, or the gradual and laborious investigations of reason." 
Compared with those who do manual labor and who oft times go unre¬ 
warded for their services to mankind, authors, too, are often shown 
ingratitude. These authors become "equally obscure and equally indigent," 
and 
• . . because their usefulness is less obvious to vulgar 
apprehensions, live unrewarded and die unpitied, and who 
have been long exposed to insult without a defender, and 
to censure without an apologist.2 
Thus he advised the young author that he must avoid the pitfalls of the 
petty writers, who 
... have seldom any claim to the trade of writing, but 
that they have tried some other without success; they 
perceive no particular summons to composition, except 
the sound of the clock; they have no other rule than the 
law of the fashion for admitting their thoughts or re¬ 
jecting them; and about the opinion of posterity they 
have little solicitude, for their productions are seldom 
intended to remain in the world longer than a week.3 
Moreover, if he sought to entertain and instruct others and aspired for 
the "chimerical ambition of immortality," the young author 
... must feel in himself some peculiar impulse of 
genius; ... he must watch the happy minute in 
which his natural fire is excited, in which his 
mind is elevated with nobler sentiments, enlightened 
with dearer views, and invigorated with stronger 





thoughts, and polish his expressions; and animate his 
efforts with the hope of raising a monument of learn¬ 
ing, which neither time nor envy shall be able to 
destroy»! 
These, then, were the qualities and endeavors for which Johnson 
advised the young author to aspire. Solely through his usefulness to 
mankind should he hope for sucoess. This, he advised, could never be 
realized without, among other qualities, a sincerity of purpose, an 
impulse to genius, and facility and dexterity of expression. 
He warned, however, that there would be disappointment and ob¬ 
stacles, some of which he would not be able to alleviate. It was with 
experience that he wrote, in additions 
Perhaps no class of the human species requires more 
to be cautioned against their anticipation of happi¬ 
ness, than those that aspire to the name of authors. 
A man of lively fancy no sooner finds a hint moving 
in his mind, than he makes momentaneous excursions 
to the press, and to the world, and with a little 
encouragement from flattery pushes forward into 
future ages, and prognosticates the honours to be 
paid him, when envy is extinct, and faction for¬ 
gotten, and those, whom partiality now suffers to 
obscure him, shall have given way to the triflers 
of as short duration as themselves.2 
However, he cautioned that though an author may have achieved 
excellence, his due merit sometimes went unnoticed because of neglect, 
considered to be "more dreadful to an author” when "compared with 
reproach, hatred, and opposition ... ."3 This negleot, he stated, 
1Ibid. 
^Rambler, No. 2. 
3Ibid. 
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■was due to the fact that those in whose hands his fame was entrusted were 
too busy with other occupations or were indolent or too ignorant to read. 
« „ ^ reputation in hazard; 
the ignorant always imagine themselves giving some proof 
of delicacy, when they refuse to be pleased; and he that 
finds his way to reputation through all these obstruc¬ 
tions, must acknowledge that he is indebted to other 
causes besides his industry, his learning, or his wit.^ 
In addition, Johnson noted that there were “innumerable authors" 
... because they never deserved to be remembered, and 
owed the honours whioh they once obtained, not to judg¬ 
ment or to genius, to labour or to art, but to the pre¬ 
judice of faction, the strategem of intrigue, or the 
servility of adulation.2 
In effect, authors who wrote simply to please a political, social, or 
religious group for mere satisfaction of a passion or a passing fancy 
would certainly be forgotten as quickly as the fancy itself disappeared. 
The author whose fame would be of longest duration, on the contrary, 
would be the one "who haB carefully studied human nature, and can well 
describe it ... ."® 
This was the principle which Johnson was attempting to incul¬ 
cate and which was so representative of the Augustan reading public. 
They wanted to know about the affairs of men—human nature in all of 
Also, 
declare their opinion 
whose performances were forgotten, 
J-Ibid. 
^Rambler, No. 106. 
sIbid. 
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its facets. This is "what Johnson admonished the young author to write 
about, and he, citing Bacon's essays as monuments to posterity, described 
him as having 
• • • pleased himself chiefly with his essays, 'which 
come home to men's business and bosoms,' and of which, 
therefore, he declare^/ his expectation, that they 
'will live as long as books last.'l 
Johnson further implored the young author that an "honest and benevolent 
mind" might be more satisfied in being "useful, though less conspicuous," 
and hopeful of a higher reward than praise through a "discharge" of "duty 
which providence assign^^d^ him."** 
In an additional lesson for the new author, Johnson shared with 
him the story of Misellus, as told in the essay, "The Dangers and Miseries 
of a Literary Eminence."3 
Misellus was a young enthusiastic writer who was desirous of 
having his work published. Upon the advice of "Mr. Rambler," he sought 
the presses of England as a means of introducing his genius to the 
world. Having obtained a printer, Misellus sent his pamphlet to press. 
He enjoyed the usual delightful anticipation of the publication of one's 
work. During the first week after publication, Misellus spent with his 
acquaintances a kind of literary revelry at home. He wanted to go to 
the tavern where he hoped through a chance of conversation to escape 
ilbid. 
2Ibid. 
3Rambler, No. 16. 
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from the undue praise given him, and besides, it had become rather expen¬ 
sive to entertain them at his house. At the end of the week, he found 
that 
... nothing is so expensive as great abilities, unless 
there is joined with them an insatiable eagerness of 
praise; for to escape from the pain of hearing myself 
exalted above the greatest names, dead and living, of 
the learned world, it has already cost us two hogs¬ 
heads of port, fifteen gallons of arrack, ten dozen 
of claret, and five and forty bottles of champagne.1 
Finally, after Misellus' friends had gone, he went to the tavern 
with the expectation of receiving warm congratulations from his friends. 
He soon believed that he had made himself too eminent for happiness, for 
he imagined that everyone was eyeing him with oontempt, envy, and jea¬ 
lousy. He did recall occasions when he had displayed an air of su¬ 
periority by imposing his opinions upon a group, interrupting a speaker, 
or by 
... drumming with fils/ fingers, when the company began 
to lose themselves in absurdities, or to enoroaoh upon 
subjeots which /he/ knew them unqualified to discuss.1 2 
Misellus admitted that his character was not only "formidable to others, 
but burdensome to ^Timself^."3 He had now become afraid to talk, 
having been accustomed to talk "without muoh thinking, " for the fear of 
the "importance" which would be attached to his opinion. He was of the 





paint his portrait. As a result, he disguised himself with a wig and 
a hat pulled over his face. He even imagined that something would happen 
to his papers, so he put them for safekeeping in a padlocked chest in 
his closet. Continuing to be fearful, he changed his lodging five times 
a week, always moving "at the dead of night.” Thus he lived in constant 
fear of showing his face, "lest it should be copied"; of speaking, "lest 
/he/ should injure his character"; and of writing, "lest /his/ corre¬ 
spondents should publish ^ïis^ letters"; and "always uneasy lest /his/ 
servants should steal /his/ papers for the sake of money, or /his/ 
friends for that of the publick."^ These, as Johnson pointed out, were 
the miseries to which the young author was destined if he attempted to 
achieve fame, first, through undue praise or reward, and, second, 
through attempting to rise above mankind, that is, through the art of 
pedantry. 2 
As an author himself who had had to endure the hardships, 
miseries, and disappointments of the profession of writing, Johnson 
oould, as a result, caution and advise the beginning writer with wisdom 
and understanding. He exhibited a proud and sincere regard for the 
literary profession. 
It was noted earlier that Johnson was one of the first writers 
to free himself of patronage and thus helped to pave the way for setting 
llbid. Cf. Idler, No. 55. 
2Ibid. Cf. Rambler, Nos. 173, 179. 
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other8 free, causing literary productions to he judged on their own merit 
rather than by the approval or fostering of some patron. After the 
government oeased issuing pensions to writers, many of them turned to 
individual sponsors. Individual patronage soon began its decline, and 
the patron soon found that he was no longer indispensable. Goldsmith 
wrote in 1760s 
A writer of real merit, now, may easily be rich, if 
his heart be set only on fortune; and for those who 
have not merit, it is but fit that such should remain 
in merited obscurity. He may now refuse an invitation 
to dinner, without fearing to incur his patron's dis¬ 
pleasure, or to starve by remaining at home.* 
Johnson, conversing with Dr. Watson and Boswell, in reply to 
Dr. Watson*s observation that Glasgow University had fewer home-students 
sinoe trade had increased, as learning was rather incompatible with it, 
replied} 
Why, Sir, as trade is now carried on by subordinate 
hands, men in trade have as much leisure as others; 
and now learning itself is a trade. A man goes to a 
bookseller, and gets what he can. We have done with 
patronage. In the infancy of learning, we find some 
great men praised for it. This difused it among 
others. When it becomes general, an author leaves 
the great, and applies to the multitude.2 
Boswell commented* "It is a shame that authors are not now better patron¬ 
ized." To this Johnson replied* 
No, Sir. If learning cannot support a man, if he must 
sit with his hands across till somebody feeds him, it is 
^-Christie, op. cit., pp. 117-18. (Taken from Goldsmith's 
"Citizen of the World,w Letter 84.) 
2Boswell, op. cit., V, 66. 
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as to him a bad thing, and it is better as it is. With 
patronage, what flattery! what falsehood! While a man 
is in equilibrio, he throws truth among the multitude, 
and lets them take it as they please; in patronage, 
he must say what pleases his patron, and it is an equal 
ohance whether that be truth or falsehood.* 
This was Johnson's stand against patronage. An author muBt be free of 
any ties, thus allowing him to write that which represents truth in¬ 
stead of falsehood. 
A number of essays support this stand which Johnson expressed 
in conversation. In the essay, "The Meanness and Mischief of Indiscrimi¬ 
nate Dedication," Johnson cautioned the author against undue praise. 
First, he made clear the point that "authors never can be wholly over¬ 
looked in the search after happiness, nor become contemptible but by 
their own fault."2 He made clear that to write examples for posterity 
and to "regulate the opinion of future times"® is no slight or trivial 
undertaking, nor is it easy to "commit more atrocious treason against 
the great republick of humanity, than by falsifying its records and 
misguiding its decrees."* An author destroys the distinction between 
good and evil when he scatters praise or blame without regard to justice. 
"Praise, likB gold and diamonds, owes its value only to its scarcity. 
It becomes cheap as it becomes vulgar, and will no longer raise expecta¬ 
tion, or animate enterprise."® 
*Ibid., pp. 66-67. 






Concerning the effect upon literature of the dedication "written 
only for praise or favor, he stated* 
Nothing has so much degraded literature from its 
natural rank, as the practice of indecent and pro¬ 
miscuous dedication; for what credit can he expect 
who professes himself the hireling of vanity, however 
profligate, and without shame or soruple, celebrates 
the worthless, dignifies the mean, and gives to the 
corrupt, licentious, and oppressive, the ornaments which 
ought only to add grace to truth, and liveliness to 
innooence? Every other kind of adulation, however shame¬ 
ful, however mischievous, is less detestable than the 
crime of counterfeiting characters, and fixing the stamp 
of literary sanction upon the dross and refuse of the 
world.l 
He concluded that the great business of literature is to encourage 
merit with praise; 
• • • but praise must lose its influence, by unjust or 
negligent distribution; and he that impairs its value 
may be charged with misapplication of the power that 
genius puts into his hands, and with squandering on 
quiet the recompense of virtue.2 
He further declared that 
... the garlands gained by the heroes of literature 
must be gathered from summits equally difficult to 
climb with those that bear the civick or triumphal 
wreaths; they must be worn with equal envy, and 
guarded with equal oare from those hands that are 
always employed in efforts to tear them away; the 
only remaining hope is, that their verdure is more 
lasting, and that they are less likely to fade by 
time, or less obnoxious to the blasts of accident,s 
However, Johnson warned that ”the examination of the history of 
learning or observation of the fate of scholars in the present age" would 
llbid. 
2Ibid. 
^Rambler, No, 21* 
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reveal that "this hope will receive very little encouragement.Of the 
authors of the past, who were "once in high reputation, read perhaps by 
the beautiful, quoted by the witty, and commented on by the grave, ... 
we now know only that they once existed." A look at the distribution 
of literary fame in the present age, he disclosed, would show it to be 
• . • a possession of very uncertain tenure; sometimes 
bestowed by a sudden caprioe of the publiok, and again 
transferred to a new favourite, for no other reason 
than that he is new; sometimes refused to long labour 
and eminent desert, and sometimes granted to very 
8ligjht pretensions; lost sometimes by security and 
negligence, and sometimes by the diligent endeavours 
to retain it.5 
He added that the successful author, too, is in danger of the 
diminution of his fame. He, too, is at the mercy of the public, the 
regard of which is to be kept only by tribute given in successive per¬ 
formances. On the other hand, he oautioned, "in every new attempt 
there is new hazard, and there are few who do not, at some unlucky time, 
injure their own characters by attempting to enlarge them."* 
Patronage, he emphasized, is, "among the motives that urge an 
author to undertakings by which his reputation is impaired, ... because 
it is not to be counted among his follies, but his miseries."5 The 







renard only. He must irrite in accordance with the desires and caprices 
of his patron and usually has no time to prepare himself for his en¬ 
deavor. 
He surmised, however, that if the author, through his fortune 
and by his spirit, avoided the necessity of dependence and repelled the 
usurpation of patronage, there would still be obstacles to be surmounted— 
ill-writing, over-estimation of his qualifications, insufficient time, 
aB a result of starting too late in life, perhaps, and unwarranted self- 
praise These he must overcome by diligence and fortitude. 
Aside from suffering caused by poverty, disappointments, neglect, 
envy, and contempt, the author, Johnson warned, must be on guard against 
men who have "styled themselves the ministers of oriticism," and who, 
therefore, 
• • « either imagine it their duty to make it their 
amusement, to hinder the reception of every work of 
learning or genius; who stand as sentinels in the 
avenues of fame, and value themselves upon giving 
ignorance and envy the first notice of a prey.2 
Thus, the author, unless he is by Borne act of gratuity able to 
escape, becomes the victim of "these fragments of authority," who sup¬ 
pose that they are hurting only the author, and who instructed the 
reader to form opinion on that of which he had no knowledge or "to dis¬ 
like that which pleased him in his natural state."1 * 3 
1Ibid. 
^Rambler, No. 3. 
3Idler, No. 3 
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Of this the author must be mindful» for as in other endeavors» 
performances must be judged. Many endeavors suffered, however, for their 
authors had become victims of insincerity of duty and purpose, flattery, 
and attack due to ignoranoe. 
Johnson warned against imitation and plagiarism. He observed 
that there are among the university wits 
... many, who, instead of endeavouring by books and 
meditation to form their own opinions, content them¬ 
selves with the secondary knowledge, which a convenient 
bench in a coffeehouse can supply; and without any 
examination or distinction, adopt the criticisms and 
remarks, which happen to drop from those who have risen, 
by merit or fortune, to reputation and authority.* 
He referred to such men as "humble retailers of knowledge" who are stig¬ 
matized with the name of "Echoes."^ 
He expressed the idea that the fellow is only to be blamed when 
he "adopts the sentiments of another, wham he has reason to believe 
wiser than himself," and when he claims honors which he has not earned 
Ï 
and attempts to gain praise and veneration through deceit. "The proper 
business of youth," he continued, "is to learn; and whether we increase 
our knowledge by books or by conversation, we are equally indebted to 
*4 
foreign assistance." 
Comments in the essay point to the customary practice of drawing 
upon the ancients, in both form and subjeot matter—the wars, travels, 





characters, incidents, fables, epics and allegories of the Greeks and 
the Romans. 
Discussing the issue further, he observed that in addition to 
the practice of following the standards of the ancients, there was 
prevalent in every age a particular specie of fiction. Taking their 
turn in popularity were allegory, vision, pastoral, and ‘'directions to 
a painter.”^ Currently ^/during the eighteenth centur^7, he added, there 
seemed to have been two schemes of writing—the "adaptation of sense to 
all the rhymes which our language can supply"1 2 * 4 and the "imitation of 
Spenser which, by the influence of some men of learning and genius, 
seems likBly to gain upon the age ... ."5 Concerning the first trend, 
Johnson commented that this practice can scarcely be severely censured 
since it has been used only in a kind of amorous burlesque. The latter, 
however, was given more attention. Spenser's use of allegory is allowed, 
for, as Johnson stated, "allegory is perhaps one of the most pleasing 
vehicles of instruction."^ But Spenser's "difficult and unpleasing" 
stanza, was "tiresome to the ear by its uniformity, and to the atten¬ 
tion by its length," and his diction, which in his own time was "allowed 






phrase, and so remote from common use, that Jonson boldly pronounces 
him 'to have written no language. 
Johnson conceded that perhaps the style of Spenser may be Justly 
copied, through long labor, but 
... life is, surely, given as for higher purposes than 
to gather what our ancestors have wisely thrown away, and 
to learn what is of no value, but because it has been 
forgotten.^ 
In addition, in explaining the plight of the imitator, this is 
significant to remember, 
... the imitator treads a beaten walk, and, with all 
his diligence, can only hope to find a few flowers or 
branches untouched by his predecessor, the refuse of 
contempt, or the omissions of negligence.® 
It has been the purpose of this chapter to focus attention upon 
Johnson's reflections on and attitudes toward many of the literary trends 
and conventions of his day. This phase of the study has revealed Johnson 
to have been interested in and critical of a wide variety of literary 
matters. The essays in The Rambler and The Idler, though they serve in 
part to give Johnson's critical views, do discuss many contemporary 
literary issues and practices with a broad coverage and, in many 
instances, in detail* 
With his extensive classical learning, a mastery of the Greek 





genius for conversation which held the attention of persons of scholarly 
and literary fame, Johnson was the eighteenth century's literary spokes¬ 
man, following the reigns of Dryden and Pope. His literary creed, based 
upon reason and nature ^ünnan nature^, was a strong expression of the 
AuguBtan attitude and code. His insatiable ouriosity; his interest in 
people—their desires, manners, and drives; his knowledge of literary 
history, and his awareness and teen observance of contemporary literary 
trends and practices—all helped to prepare him for the role of spokes¬ 
man for his age. 
Johnson, though he was very much the adherent of most of the 
neo-classical standards, was able to liberate himself from dogma and 
adopted for himself only those principles which were founded on reason 
and nature. Though he critioized the revered Milton's Samson Agonistes 
for not having a middle, in keeping with Aristotle's rule that a perfect 
tragedy should have a beginning, a middle, and an end,* Johnson broke 
away from the hardened and often misinterpreted rules and praised the 
same selection for its 
... just sentiments, maxims of wisdom, and oracles of 
piety, and many passages written with the ancient spirit 
of choral poetry, in which there is a just and pleasing 
mixture of Seneca's moral declamation, with the wild 
enthusiasm of the Greek writers #2 
He was interested in the true knowledge of criticism which encompasses 
more than rules or fixed standards. His critical code, as did his 
^Rambler, No. 139. 
2Ibid. 
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general literary creed, advocated a type of oriticism which is just and 
oamplete, wherein both faults and beauties are judged* This was 
Johnson’s attack upon the fragmentary method of judging a piece of work, 
due either to a lack of knowledge, indifference, or prejudice. The 
pompous and pretentious critic also fell prey to his attacks* 
His comments and reflections upon many genres of the period are 
representative of the conventional literary commentator, for it was cus¬ 
tomary for critics to give views on contemporary types* 
As a classical oritic "he based his judgments upon rules evolved 
from the practice of -the ancients”;-*1 however, as has been noted, he 
accepted rules only as guides, not as dogmatic mandates. Moreover, 
• . • he moved far more freely within the rules than 
any other English critic of his type. Like Boileau, 
he accepted truth and nature and reason as the bases 
of his criticism, and placed but a negative value 
upon formal laws of composition.2 
He thought of rules as a "conventional check upon license" and believed 
that they should be cast aside when logic demanded it, as in the case 
of the unities of time and place.® As he expressed a realistic, logical 
and independent stand against slavish dogmatizing and following of rules, 
he contributed one of his most outstanding services to criticism.* In 
his successful war against imitation lies smother contribution to literary 





criticism, thus paving the way for a number of innovations, experiments, 
and independent and creative compositions. 
Johnson was the major writer of the waning neo-classical school. 
One has only to examine his literary creed given in scattered remarks 
throughout his essays to under stand why he has been plaoed with the neo¬ 
classical sohool. At the same time, one can also see some reactionary 
forces at work. His authority and chief judicatory of laws was not the 
dogma of the ancients but life itself, the representation of which was 
based upon those qualities for which Johnson made a never-ending appeal- 
truth, reason, and nature. 
The conclusion of this chapter, which focused attention on 
Johnson’s reflections on and criticisms of the prevailing literary 
practices and controversies of the latter half of the eighteenth 
century, brings this study to a close. It is necessary, however, that 
the writer make an effort to synthesize the many aspects of this analysis 
of the essays in The Rambler and The Idler for the purpose of emphasizing 
and summarizing Johnson's most significant reflections on and interpre¬ 
tation of life as he saw it, as a social observer, as a moralist, and 
as a literary critic. 
CHAPTER V 
SUMMARY 
In order to summarize the ideas and attitudes -which this analysis 
of the essays of The Rambler and The Idler has discovered and to reach 
certain conclusions concerning Johnson's philosophical and critioal 
reflections, it is necessary to review briefly the general milieu of 
the age. In so doing, the main streams of English life during the mid 
and latter half of the eighteenth century—politics, religion, social 
customs, and literature—will be re-examined. 
Politically, England, during the reign of Queen Anne, suffered 
many domestic problems. To begin with, problems in military affairs 
and war plagued England almost to the point of military defeat. How¬ 
ever, with the military know-how of Marlborough, the military leader of 
the Allied Army, the Grand Alliance defeated France in the War of the 
Spanish Succession (1702-13), thus making decisive English control of 
the sea. 
The settlement of the Revolution of 1688 left conflicts and 
difficulties. The winning group, the aristocracy, was divided into 
two groups—Whigs and Tories. The Tories represented the "lesser but 
more numerous country gentry • • .," and Whigs represented "the great 
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landed oligarchs, the Dissenters and moneyed men,"* Party strife and 
enmity developed as each party strove to do -what it believed to be in 
the interest of the nation. For example, when the Whigs failed to 
effect peaoe after 1709, the Tories became the peace party. The 
governmental system, fixed in King, Lords, and Commons, beoame re¬ 
affirmed by revolution. The theory of the Divine Hereditary Right of 
Kings was shattered by the Revolution. Anne acoepted this new concept, 
for the most part, for she olaimed no divine right to the thronej 
furthermore, she expressed distaste for the use of the term divine, 
stating that it "ought not to be used of the claims of any mortal to 
authority over his fellow oreatures."^ 
With the orushing of the notion of Divine Right of Kings, the 
Whigs, who held to the theory of "contract" between people and ruler, 
won a victory. Parliament became the unquestioned supreme power. The 
1689 Toleration Act called a stop to religious persecution, and "the 
crown was confirmed in a Protestant succession."3 Such a system 
seemed to spell out and to guarantee rights for subjects. 
Locke, the great spokesman for Whig politics, gave expression 
to the Augustans’ interpretation of freedom. In effect, he asserted 
that men are sociable and reasonable; they are not so combative that 
they must submit to the dictates of an absolute ruler in order to live 
^Ibid., p. 3. 
5Ibid. 
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in peace. Furthermore, a harmonious existence among human beings can 
be effected if there is the general belief that each man is equal to his 
fellows, since then it cannot be considered that any person has been 
endowed with the right to exert authority over the others. Each man 
must have a feeling of security in his life, health, and property. In 
so doing he must certainly strive to protect not only his own interests 
but those of others as well. In general, he must have a strong desire 
and will for the protection and preservation of mankind. 
Locke’s theory furnished the foundation for the Augustan phi¬ 
losophy but "not a uniform superstructure." Violent disagreements and 
conflicts existed between Whigs and Tories. They fought furiously as 
opposites in beliefs until George I and Walpole settled matters firmly 
in the interest of the Whigs. Although during those early years there 
was much party strife, parties became a prominent and permanent basis 
of government. 
As is the usual pattern, with the death of Anne and the suoees- 
sion of George I, followed later by that of George II, new problems 
arose. To begin with, neither of these Germans spoke the language of 
the people they were to rule. When these rulers placed matters of State 
in the hands of the Cabinet, a system which became the instrument of 
government developed. The executive was made ultimately answerable to 
Parliament. Although the Tories still held the preferred position in 
the alliance with the Church, high governmental policies were handled 
by the aristocracy or Whig oligarchy and their allies, the merohantile 
interests of the City. 
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Under Whig rule, liberties for Englishmen—freedom of press, 
speech and person—were made secure. Even in an aristocratic age, class 
barriers were penetrable. Social status was flexible to the extent that 
persons of humble origin could make their way into society by ability 
and patronage .1 The keynotes of this rule were reason and moderation, 
with Hume and Gibbon as its intellectual counselors. 
Nevertheless, the spirit of moderation, nurtured by the long rule 
of Walpole, who maneuvered for peace at any cost, brought about unrest 
and discord. While there were years of peace and prosperity at home, 
England's relationship with France had become strained, and Walpole's 
attempts at appeasement brought about new aggressions. The fundamental 
resourees of the country were strengthened in commerce and finanoe, but 
politically and morally they were at a low ebb. The Whig oligarchy was 
bungling the job, and it was the consensus of the people that a new 
spirit was needed. William Pitt, self-appointed trumpet of the national 
spirit and "greatest war minister England has ever had,"2 proved to be 
this needed spirit, for in two years he won the war as the result of his 
"world-wide strategy." 
With the death of George II in 1760 and the succession to the 
throne by his grandson, George III, England faced other problems. First 
of all, George III, who has been described as "young, ignorant, obstinate, 
anxious to govern and unfit to do so," was desirous of restoring 
*Ibid., p. 9. 
^Ibid., p. 10 
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independence and authority to the Crown. Therefore, as a counter¬ 
balance to the Whigs, he favored the Tories. In addition, personal fac¬ 
tions oaused a split in the Whig oligarchy. George III and Pitt were 
not in agreement over military maneuvers* Pitt resigned, but he had 
fired the war with the needed momentum to bring England to success 
against France in Germany, against Spain in the West Indies and the 
Philippines 
But again, with the restoration of peace, in 1763, England was 
confronted with grave problems. Whig oligarchy was disintegrating, and 
governmental affairs were in a chaotic state. The King interfered 
personally* state affairs were conducted by a group of "second-rate" 
men. For two decades a general spirit of unrest and insecurity per¬ 
meated the country, and, to top all, England lost the American colonies, 
much to her disgrace. 
The "disastrous personal government" of George III ended with 
the loss of the colonies. Power was restored to Parliament, termed the 
"proper organ of political control." During the next twenty years, 
under the leadership of Chatham’s son, another William Pitt, there was 
great rivalry between the defeated old regime and the new order. Liberal 
ideas were influenced by and manifested in the French Revolution, "which 
challenged the old order in Europe and greatly disturbed the harmony of 
characteristic classes of eighteenth-century England."** For the middle- 
1Ibid. 
2Ibid., p. 12. 
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class the Revolution meant generally a "hope of the future to all the 
popular elements which were excluded by the aristooracy from power"; 
for the landed classes it meant wealth; for the manufacturing and 
laboring classes, however, it often meant "suffering from unemployment, 
a rise in the cost of living, and indirect taxation, of which they were 
the primary victims." The Industrial Revolution is said to have de¬ 
veloped the momentum throughout the war which effected the country’s 
survival and success. 
This brief analysis of political trends and policies during the 
eighteenth century indicates that it was a period of political unrest 
and strife. It shows also that there were periods of national insecurity. 
However, with good leadership, generally speaking, and with the excep¬ 
tion of the American Revolution, England emerged victorious and as a 
recognized power among European nations. 
The political strife was not the only type of dissension which 
characterized this period. Religion, too, was affected by an overcast 
of rivalry and discord among religious groups—chiefly the Papists, the 
Churchmen and the Dissenters. 
Roman Catholicism was an unpopular faith, and the Catholics, 
exoluded from civil and military office were suspected of Jacobite 
activities. Dissenters or Nonconformists were of three principal 
groups—Baptist, Presbyterian and Quaker. Significant was the fact that 
the number of Dissenters was increasing and, therefore, during William’s 
^bid. 
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reign were causing great oonoern among Churchmen. Anne's accession to 
the throne brought Churchmen new hope. 
Although the Churchmen exhibited a generally intolerant spirit 
toward the Dissenters, the two groups were able to effect, in some cases, 
a harmonious relationship* 
As the Dissenters were a varied group, so were the Churchmen. 
The latter consisted of Non-Jurors, who upheld the divine right of 
James II and were unprepared to pledge their allegiance to William and 
Mary; and the High-Church and Low-Church parties.^ 
Although religious life was affected also by feuds, and religion 
and politics were closely knit, many were the activities which were of a 
purely religious nature. Various societies were formed for the general 
and common good of the nation.^ Many individuals became gravely con¬ 
cerned about the state of religion in England during the early part of 
the century and, in effect, indicated that there was hardly any appear- 
3 
ance of religion in England. 
As the period waned, there was evidence of groups attempting 
to work harmoniously for the common good. A deepened faith and a re¬ 
newed spiritual life were indicative of the religious rejuvenation which 
was taking hold of many Englishmen. 
By Johnson’s day, a general spirit of tolerance and moderation 
permeated the country. To reach this stage was quite an achievement for 
•*Tbid., pp. 19-20. 
2Ibid., pp. 21-23. 
^Ibid., p. 24. 
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the Augustans, for they were slow to change. Their social order was 
constructed upon the basic principle of a congenial society in which 
there is an order of "reasonable sense and human understanding, and 
order based on the grand principle of subordination, moderately con¬ 
servative in class-feeling, but not so rigid that the poor man might 
not rise far in almost any walk of life."^ 
Some progress in social sympathy during the Augustan Age was 
evident. However, this was limited, perhaps, due to a lack of lmow- 
how in coping with injustices and existing social ills. These conditions 
offered good writing material to the poets, journalists, and novelists, 
as one source said, "Augustan excellencies were erected on such misery 
and despair."** Despite the social ills which existed likB a sore, the 
age strove to become less brutal and bore good fruit in art, letters, 
3 
philosophy and social life. 
An examination of the social life of England during Johnson's 
day reveals that London was the center of life that was of any signifi¬ 
cance to the Augustans. It was of uppermost importance in life, letters, 
politics, commeroe, intellectual pursuits, and entertainment. It was a 
place described as one where the country visitor was like a being from 
another world, a place where glamour, splendor, luxury, wealth, squalor, 
1Ibid. 
^Ibid., p. 25. 
®Ibid., pp. 25-26. 
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filth, poverty and erime were an admixture. This was the London for 
which Johnson had a warm feeling. 
Johnson's London was rich with varied plaoes for entertainment 
and mere sooial confab. Chief among these were the Coffee houses, 
similar to the present-day club, but less expensive and less formal, for 
all groups from all walks of life.* They were centers which served a 
public need also in the absence of telegrams and effeotive journalism, 
and news of a general nature oould be obtained here. They served as a 
levelling influence also, for here intermingled men of all ranks enjoying 
together moments of relaxation. It was here that Johnson with his friends 
spent some of his most enjoyable hours; it was the inn, the tavern or the 
olub which oreated much of the world in which literature lived, and eaoh 
helped "to advance conversation and friendship." 
Another source of entertainment and diversion was the theater. 
The theater was attended by people of all stations, but on a whole, 
oatered to people who were or desired to be thought cultured. Since 
drama was not yet divorced from literature, it was performed on a reper¬ 
tory basis. Shakespeare was gaining as a favorite. Although the number 
of theaters was limited to two by the 1737 Licensing Act, by other means 
the aotual count rose to six. The offerings of some of those which 
were outside oivio jurisdiction, Sandlers Wells, for example, made possi¬ 
ble the enjoyment of almost any type of entertainment, in the midst of 
llbid., pp. 26-27 
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typioal manners which today would be characterized as rowdy, uncouth, 
disrespeotful and uncultured. 
Among Tices prevalent in the eighteenth oentury were drinking 
and gaming. Heavy drinking had its devastating effects on many. Johnson 
is said to have given up drinking because he could not praotice modera¬ 
tion. Authoritative souroes indicate that there was a general suppres¬ 
sion of this vice during the latter half of the century. Gambling carried 
its toll of victims also. With games of all descriptions and with ladies 
indulging in the sport in their own parlors, ’’thousands of pounds would 
be won or lost at a single sitting.” 
Other sports and amusements were numerous. They included fenoing, 
boxing, wrestling, bull-baiting, duck-hunting, horse-racing, bear-baiting, 
cock-throwing, cook-fighting. Most of these were considered barbaric 
and brutal and were condemned and attacked at various times throughout 
the century. Johnson himself wrote sin essay ridiculing this vicious 
treatment of animals, as had Steele and Pope in earlier times. 
A requirement of the day was to be fashionable. This was evident 
in all districts, and nobility, gentry, or merchant class—all strove 
for that special distinction of being fashionable, in dwellings, furnish¬ 
ings, appearances. It followed that men and women spent hours preparing 
themselves for their "grand appearance." This may have been for a night 
at the theater, a social gathering at the oof fee house, a stroll in one 
of the elaborate gardens, or simply for tea with a friend in the parlor. 
In either event, there was a demand for elaborate dress and toiletry.* 
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Elegance of dress and surroundings, however, does not bespeak 
London life in its entirety, for with all the glitter of the theater, 
the social togetherness of the coffee house and the elaborateness of 
many personal dwellings and furnishings, there existed, as in all 
societies, the seamy, the squalid, the evil and the poverty-stricken. 
The position of women was low; only through an act of Parliament could 
they obtain a divorce. Their possessions were controlled by their hus¬ 
bands, leaving them at the mercy of and dependent upon the men. These 
conditions ofttimes brought about strained relationships between hus¬ 
band and wife. 
Poor economic conditions, particularly among the lower classes, 
produced a wave of crime. Danger lurked on the City streets and on 
the roads; brutal crime was common, prostitution was a menace, and 
travel was not only hazardous because of poor roads, but because of 
robberies and possible bodily harm. 
With the crime rate on the increase, facilities for prisoners 
were weakened. Prisoners were kept under inhuman conditions, as were 
the inmates at Bethlehem Hospital (Bedlam) for the insane. Cancerous 
sores thus infected the glamour and luxury of the City* 
As was stated, because of hazardous roads very little traveling 
was done. As a result, the City and the country remained very much 
separated. The country gentlemen, for the most part, were progressive 
but conservative, obstinate, vulgar, and illiterate.1 The men enjoyed 
-*-Ibid., p. 41. 
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the sport of hunting; women attended to the household affairs; both did 
little visiting, making occasional trips to London. On a whole, both 
men and women who were accustomed to City life with all of its diversity 
found country life quite dull. 
It is with all of these facets of life with which the litera¬ 
ture of the period concerned itself. This was a period during which 
people wanted to see themselves reflected in literary compositions. 
Writers looked to the ancients for models and examples of sentiments 
“admirably expressed." Consequently, standards and rules were based 
upon classic principles. Foremost among these standards were a sharp 
critical sense, intelligence, dignity, love of moderation, and a bent 
toward a lofty purpose. In the area of drama, significant was the 
requirement of orderliness of the three unities of time, place, and 
aotion, derived from Aristotle’s Poetios.-*- The period became known as 
the neo-classical age beoause of its attempt to adhere closely to 
classical standards. 
The period is also known as the Augustan Age because of the 
comfortable life authors enjoyed, particularly during the first quarter 
of the period. Life for them was similar to that which writers enjoyed 
under the court favor and protection of the Roman empire during the 
reign of Emperor Augustus. With such leisure and protection, those of 
the literary profession found it possible to devote their time to the 
development of their artistic skill* 
1Ibid., p. 43. 
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This life of ease for the author ended, however, shortly after 
the accession of George I. Many government officials and politicians 
secured for themselves favors and appointments heretofore reserved for 
authors. As a result, writers were forced to seek means of survival. 
Many faced the five ills as numerated by Johnson—toil, envy, want, the 
garret, and the jail. Grub Street and Drury Lane were "the classic 
grounds of destitute authors Writers in such a poverty 
stricken condition turned to whatever means of support were possible, 
including editing, pamphleteering, contributing to current magazines, 
or writing dedications which often were flattering tributes to an inti¬ 
mate friend or to someone from whom a favor was expected. Johnson 
shared this common fate of the author, and upon arriving in London sought 
and received work as a contributor to Gentleman’s Magasine, which for 
many years became his principal source of support. 
Capitalizing on the increased numbers among and interests of the 
reading public, writers, despite hardship, applied themselves to the art 
of writing and strove to free themselves of the bondage and restraint 
of patronage. With this determined will and the development of their 
art, they produced a wealth of literature, among which many have "with¬ 
stood the test of time." In so doing, human interests were foremost in 
their literary scheme. They were aware of the many faoets of life 
about them and set out to please a publio which was desirous of having 
this life reflected in literature. Therefore nature, which to the 
1Ibid., p. 44 
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Augustans or neo-classicists meant human nature, was a prime subject, 
and the guiding principle beoame reason or common sense, the guidepost 
of eighteenth-century philosophy. Experiences of human beings were to 
be presented truthfully, without the makB-believe element of fairies, 
genii, or others. Consequently, writers kept these canons of nature, 
reason, and truth before them and, for the most part, held to them as 
fundamental and basio literary principles, noble and admirable expres¬ 
sions of which were found in the works of the ancients. These works 
included epics, satires, pastorals, histories, and orations. Immense 
was the literary wealth which the English writers had inherited, not 
only from the classical writers, but from writers of modern times as 
well. Mary were the translations, imitations, editions, and compila¬ 
tions* 
The eighteenth century produced many of the "greats" of 
English literature. Each in his own way contributed to the growth of 
the literary art and helped to enhance and glorify the literary pro¬ 
fession. Prominent among the writers were Daniel Defoe, Joseph 
Addison, Riohard Steele, Jonathan Swift, Alexander Pope, Samuel Johnson, 
Oliver Goldsmith, Richard Sheridan, Samuel Richardson, Henry Fielding, 
Tobias Smollett, and Laurence Sterns* Specific contributions of each 
of these writers as he strove to serve the literary profession were 
discussed in the initial chapter** For the most part, their works 
were aimed at mirroring the age in its varied aspects, praising that 
*Ibid«, pp* 47-58* 
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which represented virtuous living, and, ofttimes through satire, ridi¬ 
culing the foibles and frivolous actions of society and condemning the 
evils that tended to degrade human beings. The authors thought it 
their duty to improve society. Therefore, much of the literature was 
written with a lofty purpose—to instruct, thereby giving literary 
productions a definite reason for existence. The literature reflected 
the general tone of the age—one of realism with an appeal to reason, 
thus the term the Age of Reason, whioh has been applied to the eighteenth 
century. 
Although the literary efforts of the eighteenth oentury writers, 
as in any other period, called for much praise and criticism alike, 
many and outstanding were their contributions to their age. Aside from 
the social reform which the bitter attaoks of the satirists may have 
effeoted and the general appeal to the interests of their reading public, 
the writers of this period evidenced growth in literary art in a society 
which was conservative, skeptical, and slow to change. However, as 
progress eventually became reoognisable, this progress was voiced in 
the literature of the period as had been the conventionality, skepticism, 
and complacency of the age. In other words, the literature of the 
eighteenth century was in tune with the age. Many of the writers knew 
what was going on about them and mirrored the age in their works. Such 
a one was Samuel Johnson, who as a young writer wrote a number of serious 
essays in which he shared with his readers his reflections on a variety 
of subjeots— all of which represent modes of living and a wide range of 
human interests. 
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The termination of this review of the historical background of 
the period in question brings into focus three questions basic to the 
conclusion of this study. First, in what manner or to what extent did 
Johnson reflect the general temper of his age? Second, what was his 
ultimate contribution to literary posterity? Third, how applicable are 
hls philosophical and oritical pronouncements to a modem society? 
As an observer of the social customs and manners of his age, 
Johnson had every opportunity to see society in its broad prospect. 
His strained economic condition, his acquaintances and association with 
persons of varying background and position gave him an opportunity to 
observe human nature in all of its aspects. His Immense reading and 
classical training together with his ceaseless curiosity, his reten¬ 
tive memory, his critical outlook, all aided in making Johnson one of 
England's greatest interpreters of humsm behavior. 
Although he showed knowledge of life in the country, for Johnson 
the center of any activity of interest or appeal was London. As was 
indioated in the introductory chapter, life in the country was dall and 
disappointing as a place for rest and solitude. Visitors to the country 
missed the glitter and glamour of the City and found country life very 
boring. Besides, there were no peaceful hours of rest, for visitors to 
the country were at the mercy of callers j they abhorred the receiving 
and returning of visits, and found the prolonged meals, the household 
chores and the conversation of country folk to be distasteful. 
Johnson's love of London was quite evident. This was true to 
the extent that he was desirous of seeing London become a city with less 
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vice and crime. The habits and standards of the City were to him con¬ 
temptible and deplorable. This Johnson expressed in many of the essays. 
Tradesmen received much oriticism and were the victims of many 
literary attacks. Although this group of Englishmen represented a part 
of the new moneyed class, and although their work was necessary, they 
were held in low repute and were considered by Johnson as depravers of 
manners and corrupters of the language. 
Johnson exhibited a dislike for tradesmen, for he was of the 
opinion that much of their life and activity had ultimately declined to 
"mere display and pretentious poop of office." Many of the essays 
portray this idea. A life of suoh pretense brought Misocapelus only 
disappointments and vain endeavors, but he resolved that he would strive 
for those excellencies that are in every man's reach, substituting 
elegance and ease with honesty and truth. 
Other individuals and families oreated by Johnson were used in 
situations which illustrated further the narrow-minded outlook of this 
class. He detested their lack of pride in the work for which their 
native ability and training had prepared them. Dissatisfaction with 
work and position had caused many of the tradesmen to attempt to move 
out of their social strata, to escape from and rise above their associates, 
and to look upon their own work with contempt and shame. In so doing 
they found only embarrassment, disappointment, and ofttimes family and 
financial problems. 
Johnson’s interest in people caused him to look deep into their 
personal and domestic problems. In addition to the experiences and 
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incidents involving shopkeepers already mentioned, Johnson indioated 
through the revelations of a domestic servant that among tradesmen there 
■were a general negleot of family, particularly of ohildren, a noticeable 
disregard and disrespect for other members of the family, evidenoe of 
sloth and ostentation and of unconcern for needed educational provision 
for domestics and the poor. Exposed and held in contempt by Johnson 
was their "want of an intelligent principle of conduct," with no determi¬ 
nation of will, drive, or motive. As a result they "lie freezing in 
perpetual inactivity, till some external impulse puts them in motion. 
Johnson's concern with domestic life occasioned revelations of 
problems involved in the common attempt of locating the "ideal" mate, 
which entailed trial and error. Through the experiences of two of his 
oreated oharaoters, many courtship problems were exposed. Human 
frailties and weaknesses, among others conceit, avarice, pride, deceit, 
folly, ignoranoe, extravagance, unfaithfulness, were revealed. All of 
these weaknesses and many others he emphasized to be a part of human 
nature. His attitude concerning courtship and marriage, however, was 
not one of complete pessimism. Since it is natural that "men and women 
must at last pass their lives together," through steadfast resolutions, 
an inclination toward that which is good, and a sympathetic understanding 
of human frailties, nuptial life oan be happy and rewarding. 
As has been mentioned, women, for the most part were held in 
low esteem during the eighteenth century. Educational offerings for 
llbid., p. 84 
them were limited, and their interests were few. As a result, many 
women were idle, with little or no real motivation for self-improvement 
or development of those virtues which help to enrich and ennoble one’s 
life. In addition, governmental decrees had caused women to become sub¬ 
servient to their husbands. Johnson was aware of this and mindful of 
the domestic issues and problems involved. He reminded all who would 
seek marital happiness that mates should not be "bargained” for, as 
often was the procedure during his day; that perhaps one would never find 
his "ideal" mate; that many marriages are not successful because they 
lack sincerity, wisdom, love and respect; and that marriage is a sacred 
contract which involved man, woman, and God. Furthermore, one can expect 
a wretched life "who pays to beauty, riches, or politeness, that regard 
which only virtue and piety can claim. "* 
Johnson expressed deep concern about the lack of care and educa¬ 
tion for children. He criticised in both the essays and in conversation 
with Boswell this laxity. His basic criticism was that parents negleoted 
their children, had little time for or devoted little time to rearing 
them. The result was that children were, in the case of well-to-do 
families, rushed out of the way to boarding school for someone else's 
care, while those of other families were allowed at home to do very muoh 
as they pleased. Young people were given little or no program of super¬ 
vised study; they were allowed to frequent theaters and other places of 
entertainment and fashion and to spend muoh time in just being idle. 
llbid., p. 107 
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Several of the essays expressed Johnson's attitude regarding this general 
neglect and lack of parental guidance. 
Johnson spoke out not only against the indifference to the welfare 
of children but against the tyrannical abuses which parents and people in 
general had thrust upon children and their domestic servants. He was of 
the opinion that tyrannical parents were equally to be despised as known 
criminals. For children he recommended love, affection, care, tenderness 
and maderstanding. To replace superior airs, sharp and undue censure of 
human failings, and misunderstanding, he advocated that domestic servants 
be treated with understanding, confidence, and integrity. 
The general oraving for entertainment, diversion and fashion 
was, as has been mentioned, characteristic of eighteenth-century life. 
The many forms of amusements and social activities were very much a part 
of many of the essays. With "Mr. Rambler" said "Mr. Idler" as guides, 
the author of this study went on many excursions, taking in much of the 
social life and observing the variety of popular forms of entertainment. 
Cognizant of the overall air of lethargy, nonchalance and idle¬ 
ness, and tendency toward vice, Johnson lashed out against such ills. 
Always with a critical eye and through words of wisdom he pronounced 
his strong contempt of pompousness, sham, idleness, and general laxity in 
conduct becoming to reasonable and sensible human beings. 
It was upon this appeal to reason and octmmon sense that Johnson 
based many of his moral pronouncements. As was the eigjhteenth-century 
tradition, Johnson devoted many of his essays to the purpose of 
instructing as well as pleasing. As he expressed, his principal design 
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was to "inculcate wisdom or piety"j to "consider the moral discipline 
of the mind, and to promote the increase of virtue rather than of learn¬ 
ing." Johnson was sincere in his efforts to the extent of asking God's 
guidance as he attempted to promote the salvation of himself and others. 
Johnson could see the many ills of society as he looked about 
himself. He was aware of the lewdness, debauohery, prostitution, fraud, 
indecency, lack of human dignity and integrity which lay under "sugar 
coatings" of ornateness and elegant taste and maimers. His shrewd 
understanding of the society around him, his keen eye of introspection 
and insight into human nature, his noble and intelligent outlook on life, 
and his critical mind afforded Johnson the instruments necessary for a 
critio of the evils of the English society of his day with the purpose 
of ridiculing them out of existence. 
Johnson was appalled and amazed at the almost universal depravity 
of mankind. In attempting to account for this polluted state, Johnson 
expressed opinion that evidence leads one to believe that man has been 
too greatly influenced by his passions, and therefore has not heeded 
spiritual guidance. These passions which ultimately become vices corrupt 
man’s mind, soul, and heart. So effective is the power of these vices 
that man, at times, does not behave as a rational being. Johnson’s aim, 
then, was to expose these polluting forces, show their ill effeots and 
encourage men to more virtuous living. 
What then were these vices whioh Johnson believed to have been 
undermining Christian principles and rational thinking? To begin with, 
there were, as Johnson termed them, the "minor vices and crimes," which 
320 
with frequent occurrence oould hinder man's ahances for happiness and a 
good life. 
One of these vices is anger, considered to be "the great disturber 
of human life, the chief enemy, both of publick happiness and private 
tranquillity" and an "outrageous passion," Discoursing on the ill effects 
of anger, Johnson explained that the specie of anger to which he referred 
was that which may be found in everyday living. This type oauses 
"passionate men," who upon being provoked on every slight ocoasion become 
enraged and, though they exercised no violence, disturbed the quiet of 
those nearby. These moments of rage and loud outbursts were occasioned, 
according to Johnson, by the desire of attention from others. This is 
the same kind of anger which causes men to behave with fury and despotic 
rage in dealing with their children and servants. The exercise of this 
passion brings only foroed obedience and subservience because of the 
victim's fear; harassment and disrespect are the rewards of the one 
guilty of such passion. Thus Johnson warned that anger, often con¬ 
sidered as harmless, could became volatile and cause unhappiness. Two 
other passions, envy and interest, were also among the vices which 
Johnson attacked. Of the two he considered envy to be the more detri¬ 
mental, for though it may seem that interest is more influential, "the 
law of mutual benevolence is oftener violated by envy than interest." 
Furthermore, "envy is almost the only vice which is practicable at all 
times, and in every placej the only passion which can never lie quiet 
for want of irritation . . . ." It is to be dreaded, and although 
there is a natural instinct of envy in people of all classes, Johnson 
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expressed belief that it oould be oheoked and held back by men who wished 
to maintain the dignity of a human being. 
The strong desire for wealth was another of the passions attaoked 
by Johnson. Although he would not desire poverty, for he had felt its 
stings, he emphasized that the acquisition of wealth had not, in most 
instances, brought the desired or expected happiness. This was exempli* 
fied in several of the essays in which characters who, having inherited 
wealth or obtained it through many years of labor, were only disappointed 
upon discovering that riches could not purchase the contentment, position, 
and prestige which they sought. This was perhaps an indictment against 
the newly rich or the rising moneyed class. Johnson detested not wealth 
itself, but he abhorred those people who permitted their riches to prompt 
them to lose sight of all moral obligations to themselves and their loved 
ones. So insatiable was the desire to gain wealth that in the country, 
as well as in the City, everyone was filled with schemes which he thought 
would add to his already existing money ooffers. 
Johnson attacked the ill use of money. This, he confessed, could 
bring only misery, for only through proper use could money bring happi¬ 
ness. 
Mentioned previously is the great tendency for people of this 
period to have no motivation to action; they spent much time in trivial 
endeavors or in just being idle. Johnson looked upon idleness as being 
one of the vices which greatly affect everyday living. This is one of 
the vices against which Johnson himself fought. Aside from crowding 
into his day as much time for conversation as possible, he attempted 
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other activities such as chemistry and astronomy and became versed in law, 
in medicine, and in agriculture in an effort to keep his mind and body 
occupied at all times and to free himself of the dreaded melancholia.^- 
In this connection, as a recommended solution to idleness, Johnson 
advocated that man should know himself, inquire into himself, take stock 
of his interests and appetites, review his actions, and plan a new scheme 
of living. Habit and custom, he reminded, may have reigned long, but 
they must be conquered if wisdom or happiness is to be attained. 
Fears and superstitions, which constituted an integral part of 
the character of the eighteenth century, attracted Johnson’s attention. 
He warned that men in many cases worried needlessly over misfortunes 
which will never take place. Concerning the fear of old age and death, 
which are inevitable, only fortitude, wisdom, caution, and religious 
piety may serve to oomfort and give relief from sadness. 
Johnson recognized man's natural bent toward passions and vices. 
He recommended as a cure or check the use of restraint, caution, piety, 
and virtuous living as means of eliminating the influence of these 
follies. 
Johnson was not only aware of the corruption of individuals but 
of institutional society as well. He attacked it as being lax, infested 
with bigotry, fraud, hatred, and neglect of duty. His criticisms were 
founded upon the principle that as each member of society should strive 
for a better society, so should society expend its organized efforts for 
the benefit of all of its members. In effect his attitude was that there 
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should be unified efforts in working toward one goal—the general improve¬ 
ment of mankind. 
Victims of his attack were given hard lashings and criticism. 
Men working in the area of scientific research were accused of having 
contributed nothing to the common good of man. The reason is that they 
had wasted their time in remote and unnecessary projects. Their greatest 
fault, Johnson added, was their failure to study themselves; this would 
make them more useful to common purposes. In this connection Johnson 
praised Socrates, who by his examples and instruction drew the wits of 
Greece "from the vain pursuit of natural philosophy to moral inquiries, 
and turned their thoughts from stars and tides, and matter and motion, 
upon the various modes of virtue, and relations of life." Johnson 
advised men engaged in scientific research and all men of learning that 
they must first know themselves—their power and their limitations; they 
must also become sensible to human needs, instead of struggling against 
nature and striving for that which is unattainable. 
Concerned with the insufficient and inadequate means of caring 
for the needs of the poor, the aged, and the infirm, Johnson criticized 
the seeming insincerity of the publio and charitable societies. Gifts, 
he accused, were given at pleasure, ofttimes as a novelty or for osten¬ 
tatious show. There was no established system whereby provision for 
the care of these people could be permanent. Money, Johnson believed, 
was being wasted on the idle poor who refused to labor to help to 
support themselves. Each man, in Johnson's opinion, has a moral obli¬ 
gation to, first, himself, then to society. It is not sufficient to 
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reoeive benefits from society, but one must strive also to make -whatever 
contribution is within his power for the betterment of all, Johnson 
felt this very keenly and was known to have helped many who were in 
destitute and sorrowful condition. 
Other injustices to humanity became objects of Johnson's attacks. 
He was shocked to disoover that crimes of varying degrees of seriousness 
were punishable by the extreme penalty. He spoke out for the necessity 
of proportioning punishments to orime. He ridiculed the people who sat 
as spectators and found entertainment in seeing a man on the gallows 
slowly ohoke to death. Imprisonment of debtors, Johnson accused, was 
too severe, for it, first of all, hindered the debtor from making possible 
provisions for paying the debt; it brought only sorrow and embarrassment 
to the oreditor when he realized how much he had caused others to suffer; 
it caused many men needed for the defense of the country to become idle 
and thereby contribute nothing to society. Johnson was sensitive to 
the miseries and damaging effects of prostitution, called for a more 
sympathetic understanding of this kind of human suffering and advocated 
oontrol by enforcement of severe laws. He protested against bondage of 
human beings, proclaiming that slavery was inhuman and violated the 
natural right of man. He lamented that "moral right should ever gi-ve 
way to political convenience." Not only was Johnson critical of in¬ 
justice to human beings, but of the general cruelty to animals as well. 
He condemned the practice of vivisection often taken as a sport or 
source of amusement. He pleaded for universal resentment against suoh 
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"horrid operations" and implored that the medioal profession develop a 
more sane and humane attitude in the execution of their duties and, in 
particular, in their treatment of animals» 
Johnson, then, ms a practical moralist. His admonishings, his 
condemnations, his indictments against social evils, and his pronounce¬ 
ments for the salvation of man and society as a whole are all a part of 
his practical and moral philosophy. To Johnson man is of no value to 
himself alone. His worth is determined by the contribution which he 
makes of the moral growth of, not only himself, but mankind in general. 
In human affairs there must be a unified effort of man and society, 
working for the common good of all. Man must choose his own way~the 
way of the corrupted man dominated by vice and passion or the my of 
the rational being, directed and guided by reason and moral precepts. 
Johnson’s literary pronouncements came at a time when eighteenth- 
century literature was at a standstill, seemingly fixed in tradition 
and dogma. As one source commented, there was a tendency to turn 
literature "into a cookery book with a set recipe for every dish 
• • • ." The result was that there was a "horde of literary homunculi" 
and, consequently, much "mechanical inferiority and imitation." Criti¬ 
cism had fallen into the hands of the Dick Minims who "canted from the 
Coffee Houses of nature and Manners and Unities and Aristotle ad 
nauseam." 
There were forces at work determined to free literature of this 
established creed and dogmatized imitation. This study has revealed 
that though Johnson himself was steeped in neo-classical standards, he 
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ultimately served as a force instrumental in disintegrating literary 
dogna. It has shown that Johnson* beoause of his classical training* 
his immense learning* his critical mind and understanding of human 
nature* has been placed along with the representative scholars and 
intellectuals of the sixteenth* seventeenth* and eighteenth centuries. 
With this scholarly background, his critical ability, his literary 
skill* his acuteness to the problems and interests of human beings* and 
a strong will and motivation of purpose, despite physical and financial 
handicaps* Johnson earned the respect of his age* was looked upon as a 
literary authority, and, consequently, was proclaimed literary spokesman 
of his age. 
This olimb to the seat of authority, however, was not an easy 
one. Along with the others of his profession* Johnson sometimes suf¬ 
fered from hunger and from lack of shelter and clothing. To support 
himself and his wife, for a number of years he worked as a hack writer, 
during which time he contributed to Gentlemants Magasine and wrote the 
essays for his periodicals The Rambler and The Idler. His Dictionary 
reaped a sizeable reward, but after the expense of labor and publication 
was deducted* little money was left for his personal use. Not until he 
received a pension from the government was Johnson really free from 
poverty. While Johnson's destitution and spasms or fits of temper and 
melanoholia might have made him anti-social* he was* in fact* noticeably 
sooiable, enjoying the company of people of all classes and of varied 
interests. His pension enabled him to travel frequently, going to many 
plaoes which he had for many years yearned to visit. His personal 
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experiences* his training, travels, and interest in human nature helped 
Johnson to be the rational and praotioal critic which he was aoclaimed 
to be. 
Imbued with neo-classical standards, Johnson expressed through¬ 
out the essays a literary creed which was, in the main, that of the 
neo-classicists. He agreed to the neo-olassical proposition that the 
purpose of literature should be a lofty one, and proclaimed that the 
purpose of all literature is to instruct as well as delight. He examined 
a literary production on the basis of its appeal to reason, truth and 
human nature. These were the bases upon which he attacked practices of 
oriticism in which he found evidences of prejudice, bigotry, malignity, 
and even ignorance. He declared that the duty of the critic is to 
"neither depreoiate, nor dignify by partial representations, but to hold 
out the light of reason,” exposing or discovering whatever it may, and 
”to promulgate the determinations of truth, whatever she shall dictate.” 
Here he pleaded for the relianoe upon reason and truth for a just criti¬ 
cal analysis of a literary production. 
Not only was Johnson critical of some current trends in literary 
critioism, but of other practices as well. One of these was the immense 
production of ”artificial” or "servile" imitations. He considered that 
these imitations were not carefully executed) furthermore, they lacked 
creativity or originality and would not stand the test of time because 
they were not rooted in human nature. 
This same attitude was reflected in Johnson's discussion of 
certain of the rules which had become an integral part of neo-olassical 
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dogma. Johnson's oriticism of current application was on the grounds 
that the rules of the ancients had been often misinterpreted. Conse¬ 
quently, many writers had been misled; they had not observed the precept 
of following reason and nature—-the unquestioned authorities. Johnson 
was of the opinion, also, that the laws governing various types of 
writing were subject to change brought about by changing conditions. 
Examples of this were given in his discussion of the history of tragedy. 
Time and time again Johnson reiterated his stand on dogmatic standards. 
As long as they were in accord with his literary creed, which required 
that they be measured by the yardsticks of reason, truth, and nature, 
they were accepted. If they failed to measure up, he could readily 
discard them. 
These are the yardsticks by which Johnson measured the achieve¬ 
ment of writers of the various forms. Some writers of pastorals were 
criticized because they had failed to write the truth and had filled 
their works with falsehoods and misrepresentations. Therefore, their 
works made no lasting appeal to human nature. Some current pastorals 
were also examples of imitations not done well. Other forms also were 
judged by the same criteria. Hardly any of the popular contemporary 
forms escaped entirely the blows of Johnson's attacks. Certain aspects 
of and certain writers of history, biography, the essay, occasional pieces 
and periodical literature, among others, all received his oritical blasts. 
Practical and full of wisdom are Johnson's words of advioe to the 
young author. Warned of the many pitfalls or disappointments he would 
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encounter as he joined the literary profession, the beginning writer was 
reminded that authors who wrote only to please a political, sooial, or 
religious group for mere satisfaction of a passing fancy would be for¬ 
gotten as soon as the fancy itself disappeared. On the other hand, 
authors whose fame would enjoy the longest duration would be the ones 
who had "carefully studied human nature, and can well describe it . • . 
That Johnson "spokBn of eighteenth-century life and letters is 
evident. An examination of the essays of The Rambler and The Idler and 
related literature of the period shows this to be true. There was hardly 
any aspect of life upon which Johnson did not reflect and give his 
readers the benefit of his reflections and interpretations, and for 
Johnson there was only one way to interpret--through the eyes of ex¬ 
perience, wisdom, and understanding. 
His critical pronouncements are said to have freed literary 
criticism from literary dogma and substituted a spirit of logic, realism, 
and independence. In so doing he has paved the way for many innovations, 
experiments and creative compositions* 
"Whether as a social observer, as a moralist, or as a literary 
critic, Johnson’s reflections were always tempered with a noble purpose. 
Therefore, he was always the speaker of wisdom and lofty ideas. His 
philosophy is a praotical one, filled with common sense, fundamental 
principles, and sound judgment. All of these constitute a philosophy 
which should be practicable to any generation on earth* 
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